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ABSTRACT

During the nineteenth century, mass literacy was taking hold in Britain, spurred on by
the widespread availability of printed materials, crossing class and gender borders as
never before. Most literary scholars concerned with reading in nineteenth-century
England investigate the female reader within fiction, analyzing the various cultural,
especially social and gender-specific, aspects of how, where, why, and what women
read. This project addresses the gap in our knowledge created by this focus on the female
reader in Victorian fiction: the position and function of the male reader. It argues that
concerns over too much reading, or not reading the “right” thing, extended beyond
gendered borders in subtle and not-so-subtle depictions of male characters who read,
especially those who read fiction.
Both literary depictions of characters who read as well as illustrations that
accompanied many of the original publications of several texts are analyzed, including:
Dombey and Son by Charles Dickens, The History of Pendennis by William Makepeace
Thackeray, The Fifth Form at St. Dominic’s by Talbot Baines Reed, and both The
Doctor’s Wife and Lady Audley’s Secret by Mary Elizabeth Braddon. These analyses
demonstrate that: 1) how and what a male character reads influences his characterization
on multiple levels; 2) the genre of sensation fiction seems to allow flexibility for
character development for adult characters who read that some other genres do not; and,
3) the use of illustrations in sensation fiction requires the real-world reader’s active
engagement with the novel, engaging the visual acuity of the reader to provide
unknowing instruction for the reader on how to interact with a variety of texts.
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INTRODUCTION

Figure 1. “Light Reading with a Vengeance.” Punch, vol. 72, Jan. 1877, p. 30.

One of the many cartoons in the weekly magazine Punch, the 1877 illustration
“Light Reading with a Vengeance” (Figure 1) pokes fun at a “young lady” attempting
to check out the third volume of a novel from a circulating library, and being confused
by the offer of a single volume edition in its place. The text below the image makes this
clear: she exclaims, “‘Oh, that won’t do! How on Earth am I to find my Place in it!’”
Punch’s reputation for publishing satirical, pointed cartoons that hit upon current events
and issues would not be lost on a contemporary reader.1 The commentary could be that

Briefly, “In 1841, Punch was founded by engraver Ebenezer Landells and journalist Henry Mayhew;
quickly sold to Bradbury and Evans, it featured the work of leading comic illustrators and caricaturists
such as Richard Doyle, Charles Keene, John Leech, Kenny Meadows, and John Tenniel under the
guidance of editor Mark Lemon. Inheritor of the strong Regency tradition of graphic caricature, Punch
1

1

women are so empty minded that they cannot find their way around a novel (addressing
the seemingly never-ending “woman question”). Perhaps it is a comment on the way
that works published in volumes, or serialized fiction more generally, require a certain
type of effort from the reader (elitism and educational divisiveness).
Regardless of these possibilities, what is not discussed is the male reader
standing in the background of the image. He appears to read a book, although no title or
author information is visible on the binding in his hands (nor is any text in the image
legible for that matter). His coat collar stands up almost to his eyes, suggesting a
secretive posture or someone trying to hide. We see an ear peek out between the raised
collar and his top hat to underscore this feeling of covertness. Why is this male reader
unmentioned in the caption, especially in an image whose title bespeaks reading? Why
include a male reader simply as background material? Why is he reading in the library
itself, rather than taking the book home, as the woman attempts to do? Is there
something illicit about his reading that would require him to a) read in such a posture
and b) refrain from leaving a record of his reading (by withdrawing the book from the
circulating library)? Is he perhaps reading the third volume that the woman searches
for? “Light Reading with a Vengeance” literalizes an undercurrent in Victorian fiction
where authors and illustrators alike often direct the viewer’s attention to the female
reader, but seldom place emphasis on the male reader. He is always assumed, but rarely
discussed, often lurking in the background of a story as an ancillary detail or character,
much like the unaddressed male reader in the Punch illustration.

was soon to become the era’s leading comic illustrated periodical” (Leighton and Surridge, The Plot
Thickens 6).
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This dissertation takes up the issue of the undertheorized male reader in
Victorian fiction. Within the vast body of scholarship that exists on the history of
reading, there is a large section that pertains to the nineteenth century in England.
Richard Altick’s The English Common Reader (1957) is often credited with starting the
turn toward scholarship on reading in this period, later followed by Robert Darnton’s
manifesto “First Steps Toward a History of Reading” (1986). Both men looked to
quantify and describe real-world opinions, processes, and habits of reading. The idea of
the common reader, or an image that we could paint of an average Victorian reader, has
since been challenged repeatedly, as well as qualified. Scholarly attention now ranges
from the real to the fictionalized, from the implied to the imagined reader. In their Return
to the Common Reader (2001), Beth Palmer and Adelene Buckland acknowledge that
if “there was any such thing as a ‘common reader’, then, it was a many-headed, but
fiction-loving, beast” (5). Within the world of fiction,
Depiction of fictional readers in contemporary novels can, of course, “only
indicate very crudely the actual readers”: but, as Jonathan Barry has argued,
readers-within-the-text can nonetheless “tell us a great deal about the writers’
and publishers’ attitudes to their readers and attempts to educate their readers
into fitting certain models.” (Pearson 10)
As scholars continue to suss out the nuances of what it means to read, and how
fictionalized reading can inform our discussions of cultural ideals—such as who reads,
what they read, and why they should read—and attitudes toward reading, the field
continues to bloom.2

2

Several anthologies or readers have become available that pertain to many aspects of the history of
reading. See, for example, Bradley and John; Brake and Codell; Crone and Towheed; Finkelstein and
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Altick and Darnton represent a tradition in literary research where the unnamed
subject is assumed to be male. As the ideological landscape of the United States and
Great Britain began to shift in terms of gender relations, so, too, did scholarly discourse.
Kate Flint’s groundbreaking 1993 monograph The Woman Reader, 1837-1914 serves
as a touchstone text in the field of reading within literary studies. She tackles the
previously unaddressed figure of the female reader. Flint’s book exists among 22 search
results that can be found under the subject string of Women--Books and reading--Great
Britain--History--19th century, and the 1,190 results under the string Women and
literature--Great Britain at the British Library.3 Hers was the first among many later
analyses and explorations of every facet of female readers during the nineteenth century.
Undoubtedly, cultural shifts like the enfranchisement of women and other
evolutions in the status of women as citizens during our own time encouraged and
supported this scholarly shift toward the female reader. The move also mirrored, at least
in part, the Victorians’ own attention to the “fair reader.” In her study Women’s Reading
in Britain (1999), Jacqueline Pearson describes, “Everywhere one looks in the literature
of the period, one sees women reading. The discourses of women’s reading are
voluminous and paradoxically both repetitive and deeply contradictory” (ix). The
Victorians were seemingly preoccupied with women: the role of women inside and
outside the home, the education of women, women’s dress, women’s biology, and
certainly what, when, where, and why women read. On some level, the naïve female

McCleery; Fraser et al.; Halsey and Owens; Howsam; Jordan and Patten; King and Plunkett;
McKitterick; Palmer and Buckland; Patten; Raven et al., Practice and Representation; Shattock; Suarez
and Turner; and, finally, Towheed et al.
3
As of November 14, 2019, Google Scholar suggests Flint’s book has been cited at least 973 times.
This is, of course, an artificial sampling: there is no way to know how many true citations there have
been, as it only accounts for a small corner of the published book market and cannot account for
secondary citations (people who read works where Flint is cited).
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reader could be read as a stand-in for any type of inexperienced reader. Ina Ferris
concludes that
the generic [nineteenth-century] novel-reader (the ‘fair one on the sofa’) was
typically characterized as young and female; and in her inexperience and
presumed impressionability, she came to function metonymically for all the new
readers whose entry into the culture of literacy the reviews were monitoring,
much as the genre itself signaled the pressure of that new literacy on the literary
republic. (20)
The female reader as a symbol of warning has become a known and much-studied trope
within literary studies of the Victorian period.
As engrossed as I became with the female reader, I could not help but wonder:
where are all of the men? If women need to be guided, encouraged, directed, and
censored in relation to their reading habits, were men likewise instructed? Can similar
arguments for and against men’s reading be made as were launched for women? Do
different warnings and assumptions guide what men read? Women cannot be the only
readers in society given men’s earlier access to education, so where is this reflected in
literature? What follows in this dissertation is the investigation of this missing entity
inside of nineteenth-century works of fiction.

Books, Texts, and Intradiegetic Readers: Theoretical Underpinnings
Before delving into the larger topic of fictional male readers within the nineteenth
century, it would be helpful to first define some of the terminology that guides this
project. As we know, words matter and there has been no shortage of discussion
surrounding the vocabulary used to describe the process of reading. Leah Price’s
5

influential How to Do Things with Books in Victorian Britain (2012) takes head-on the
language we use to discuss the materials related to reading. Price uses “book” and
“book-object” to mean “a physical thing,” while “text” is reserved for “a string of
words” (How To Do Things 4). Further, Price offers a comparison of the two terms
“book” and “text” where “the text is aligned with whichever term happens to be
considered superior” in a series of binaries (How To Do Things 10). The Victorians, she
argues, “cathected the text in proportion as they disowned the book. More specifically,
they identified themselves as text-lovers in proportion as they distinguished themselves
from book-lovers” (Price, How To Do Things 4–5). The Victorians instilled meaning
“onto every axis imaginable” through their use of the words “book” and “text,”
including temporal, sexual, generic, ethical, social, and disciplinary qualifications
(Price, How To Do Things 10). The authors discussed in this dissertation do use both
terms to make cultural commentary, especially social, by noting what their characters
do or do not read, and how they do or not perform this reading.
Throughout this work, I use the simplified definitions first offered by Price to
delimit what I mean by both “book” and “text”: “text” means printed material (words
and pictures), where “book” stands for the container inside of which text(s) can be
found. With a serial publication, for example, each issue of a magazine or journal is the
container, synonymous with the term “book,” while the installment would be the text.
Because this dissertation deals with multiple authors across many years, each concerned
in a different but related way with depictions of the male reader, I have kept my use of
the terms generic so that I can, instead, focus on what each example may offer toward
our understanding of male reading during the Victorian period.

6

In addition to the more familiar terms of book and text, I have taken up a lessused label to describe the characters I discuss. The “intradiegetic reader” is a character
within the story-world of a text who reads other texts. They could be described also as
the fictional reader or as a character who reads. I am taking this term from Jacqueline
Pearson’s Women’s Reading in Britain, 1750-1835: A Dangerous Recreation (1999).
Pearson

appropriates

“intradiegetic

reader”

from

Eleanor

Ty’s

Unsex’d

Revolutionaries: Five Women Novelists of the 1790s (1993), and includes it on a list of
over fifteen different synonyms or variants for the term reader: the mock reader, the
implied reader, the model reader, the super-reader, the inscribed or encoded reader, the
narratee, the ideal reader, the literant, the actual reader, the informed reader, the
interpretive community of readers, the resisting reader, the oppositional reader, and the
conscripted reader (10).4 Pearson directs her attention to the “intradiegetic reader, or the
reader within the narrative…a figure ubiquitous in the literature of the period” who
serves as “the mis-en-abyme [sic]…[or] the technique by which reading within the text
figures and directs the reading of the text” (10). Scholars Joe Bray and Richard De Ritter
are the only other literary critics I have found who use this term; both cite Pearson as its
point of origin. Even though it is not widely used, I am choosing this term so as not to
confuse the character who reads in the fictitious plot with the person reading the book
in the real-world, who I often refer to as the real-world reader.

The term “intradiegetic” appears earlier in other venues, such as in narratology, especially as it
pertains to film. Gerard Genette may be the originator of the phrase. In his discussion of narrative
levels, Genette uses the term “intradiegetic narrator” to refer to a character who tells a story within the
narrative. I am applying the term intradiegetic to depictions of readers within a story, which I see as a
complementary type of storytelling that occurs within fiction on the same narrative level as intradiegetic
narration. See Barry, Fludernik, or Herman for helpful discussions of Genette’s narratological theories.
4
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The distinction between reality and fiction is paramount, and is something I have
been conscious of throughout drafting this manuscript. As Kate Flint warns, “[o]nly a
naive reader would believe that the representation of reading within fiction offers
straightforward, empirical evidence of contemporary reading practices”; I recognize
that depictions of reading do not correlate directly with how a real-world reader may
interact with a text and that reading involves “complex acts of interpretation” (The
Woman Reader 246). They do, however, provide a glimpse into what Victorian authors
may have found important, troubling, amusing, or simply worth including in their
novels, which can direct us to larger cultural ideals operating at the same time. We all
live and function within a network of social and cultural ideologies—the sets of beliefs,
myths, and ideas that influence how an individual and how groups think and act, and
Victorian authors were no different.
With terms defined, I now turn to the guiding theoretical framework for this
dissertation. When I first began delving into the realm of fictional reading, I came across
Garrett Stewart’s fundamental work Dear Reader: The Conscripted Audience in
Nineteenth-Century British Fiction (1996). Part of Stewart’s elaborate, multi-layered
argument hinges on the “dear reader” trope. A form of apostrophe, or “a direct and
explicit address either to an absent person or to an abstract or nonhuman entity,” the
“dear reader” figure of speech offers a way for authors to instruct real-world readers in
how to interact with not only the text they are currently holding, but also with other
types of written and visual work (Abrams 279). Stewart argues that
The encoded presence of a reading consciousness to a narrative text—figured by
apostrophe, for instance, or reduplicated by interpretive episode—can be

8

isolated as the exemplary literary moment of the novel as narrative…It marks
not so much the literary imprint as the literary impress, which is only to be
recognized—in the event—for the way it recruits the very reading it requires.
(12)
His monograph asks the following questions in order to trace the evolution of the trope:
“How narrowly is the ‘dear reader’ phenomenon to be demarcated? Grammatically
only? Does mention in third person of ‘the reader’ also count—and for what exactly?
As the device grows mostly obsolete, into what other kinds of evoked reading might the
formula of address be thought to relax or mutate over time?” (Stewart 14). Stewart
suggests that instances of characters reading are jarring to the real-world reader because
reading is a private act that removes us to another world. If a literary character is reading,
are they present in the world about which the real-world reads? By reading, a character
is removed from the mental world a real-world reader has created. Therefore, Stewart
argues, many texts avoid doing this, causing “reading [to] remain largely illegible in the
genre whose plots necessitate so much mention of its everyday prominence” (18). He
concludes, “It is for this reason, indeed, that the Victorian novel so often reaches for
what I am calling parables rather than scenes of private interpretive reading.
Extrapolation rather than direct recognition becomes the requisite mode of response”
(Stewart 18).
Rather than being jarring to the real-world reader, I argue that these moments of
interpolation evolve into embedded scenes of reading—what Stewart might call
“interpretive episodes” or “narrative encounters” (13)—throughout the nineteenth
century, especially in serialized fiction, offering moments of instruction and guidance

9

that are less forward than the “dear reader” direct address. Stewart limits his main
sample of texts to realist fiction that we would mostly consider as written by canonical
authors, so my aim is to expand the discussion of the “dear reader” trope to stories
published in periodicals, including sensation fiction, providing a wider generic sample.
While I begin with authors similar to Stewart (Thackeray and Dickens), I move to the
sensation fiction of Mary Elizabeth Braddon. As real-world readers become more adept
at navigating the changing landscape of the literary market, they need less obvious
modeling for how to approach and interpret fiction. Intradiegetic readers work in tandem
with illustrations in serial publications to redirect the real-world reader’s attention more
subtly, while also inviting the reader to experience occasional moments of superiority
over a character (as in Lady Audley’s Secret where the astute reader knows more about
Lady Audley’s identity than Robert Audley, analyzed in Chapter 3).
Although specifically discussing female readers in her work, Flint offers four
ways that reading can be incorporated more generally into a piece of fiction that I see
as functioning in alignment with the evolution of the “dear reader” trope. These methods
include:
1. using “direct quotation [from another text], either woven into the narrative,
or standing separate, as the epigram to a title-page, part, or chapter;”
2. making specific references or allusions to other texts, which can “function
didactically, relying on the reader’s prior acquaintance with character or plot
development in an earlier work, hence suggesting specific narrative models
to be adopted or shunned or to be used as a point of comparison;”

10

3. using references to reading “to heighten the mimetic realism of a fiction,
encouraging the reader to believe that she is reading of a social and cultural
environment with which she is, or could become, familiar. Accepting the
‘naturalness’ of the reading practices which are depicted is thus a device
which consolidates the impression that narrator and reader share the same
values;” and,
4. finally, the trope of reading can “draw attention to what is involved in certain
types of reading (the reading of romantic fiction, in particular) act[ing] as a
comment on the status of the text in which such a reference is found” (Flint,
The Woman Reader 255–56).
I argue that the figure of the intradiegetic reader can perform many of these functions. I
focus especially on numbers two and four, which drive at the cultural and ideological
messages that can be found within scenes of reading. The material a character reads can
evoke valuation on the part of the real-world reader, as we bring our knowledge of other
literary works to bear on what a character is reading—is it good, bad, trashy,
entertaining, inappropriate, childish, popular, sensational, or academic, among other
adjectives? Then, we may wonder how our valuation of the character’s text reflects on
the type of text we ourselves are reading. Further, this valuation can not only reflect on
the types of fiction being referenced in a book, but also on the characters themselves as
a form of character development or characterization. What do I, the real-world reader
may wonder, think of a character who reads this type of material? I take this up
especially in Chapter 3, which concentrates on the controversial genre of sensation
fiction.
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To this point, my emphasis has been on explaining my concentration on scenes
of fictionalized reading. I rely on the work of Leah Price, however, to expand this focus
to include several instances of non-reading that are facilitated by books or images (How
To Do Things). Price argues that oftentimes the meaning facilitated by a book is not
because of the plot or content contained within the world of the text, but rather because
of the physical material object itself. While the book-as-object does not replace the
importance of reading within Victorian novels, considering the physical book broadens
the social commentary that a piece of fiction may be offering, and allows us to consider
the entire reading experience.
Although perhaps initially surprising, there are numerous things that can be done
with or represented by an unread book or text. Circulation is an activity done with books
that Price focuses on as making meaning, where shared texts (from a circulating library,
for example) create physical and metaphorical connections between readers. Within
fictional worlds, the unread book occupies a category to itself. Price offers several
examples of or definitions for the term “nonreading,” such as: “novelistic narrators
replacing the mental act of reading by the manual gesture of holding,” “writers reducing
the term ‘reading’ to a metaphor for activities that involve the interpretation of
something other than books,” such as reading people, and keeping a book unread as “a
sign of respect for the book—protecting it from wear and tear” (How To Do Things 8).
Even when characters are not actively reading a text, the very presence of printed
material could take on a variety of meanings in a fictionalized scene, including those
valuations discussed earlier from Flint.
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Price identifies dozens of nineteenth-century British texts where printed material
itself appears, and the variety of roles these objects enact is astonishing. The book acts
as a prop to protect characters from having to interact with each other in Trollope’s The
Small House at Allington (1862) (How To Do Things 48). It offers an escape for
“mothers from children as easily as wives from husbands” (How To Do Things 51). It
can “be used to mark territory even in its owner’s absence,” in an example where a
newspaper is left to reserve a character’s seat on a boat (How To Do Things 61). The
“weaponized book” can be thrown at an unwelcome book borrower as in Charlotte
Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), or used to punish subpar scholarship as in Dickens’s David
Copperfield (1850) (How To Do Things 73). Books occasion “daydreams untethered to
the book being held” in George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss (1860), while someone
else’s reading of a book provides an opportunity for thieves in Dickens’s Oliver Twist
(1837) (How To Do Things 79). Finally, the contact occasioned by two people writing
in a notebook “stands in for the contact between one body and another” in Charlotte
Brontë’s Shirley (1849) (How To Do Things 197). In each of these cases, meaning stems
from non-reading and what is done with a book (it is used as barrier, marker, or thrown)
or what happens because of the presence of a book (it enables daydreaming or physical
contact). The interactions facilitated or negated by a book can occur alongside scenes
of reading, creating multiple layers of meaning that may be interdependent and further
illustrate character development and motivations alongside providing cultural
commentary on the act of reading.
Despite the abundance of scenes related to reading, these encounters may not
always be positive—prevalence does not necessarily equate to positivity. Price claims
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that “[e]ven those novels that we remember as full of scenes of reading…often turn out
to contain something more negative: descriptions of unread books, depictions of
characters pretending to read, or other verbs interposing in the place where we would
expect ‘to read’ to appear” (“Reader’s Block” 47). For example, Thackeray’s The
History of Pendennis (1848), which I discuss in Chapter 2, is a novel whose eponymous
protagonist becomes himself involved in the publishing industry. Pen also figures as an
avid reader. His profession and his leisure reading cause the novel to be “full of scenes
of reading” while also deriving great meaning between characters over unread texts.
Price’s argument is interesting to consider alongside questions about characters who
read. If a book or other text is present, is the character reading? What function do these
conjured representations of books serve in either character formation or plot
development? Like the coffee table books that litter many households, are the unread
texts merely for show? These questions are also discussed in later chapters in an effort
not to divorce the mental act of reading from the physicality of the act, as both what is
read and unread can have an impact on these fictional worlds.

Chapter Descriptions
Individual chapters build upon the ideas of reading raised by Price, Stewart, and Flint,
using several novels from the nineteenth-century for examples. Broadly speaking,
Chapter 1, “Victorian Reading Practices,” explores the history of reading in the
nineteenth century, especially as it pertains to socially constructed ideas of “female”
and “male” reading while narrowing in on education and pleasure reading. I have been
captivated by the questions who reads?, what do we read?, and how do we read?, since
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beginning this journey, and the first chapter traces these ideas. It is important to outline
previous arguments about reading, especially female reading, as a way to locate the male
reader’s position within the larger field.
The next two chapters tackle examples from serial Victorian fiction. Chapter 2,
“Types of Male Readers: A Survey,” creates a taxonomy of the different types of male
readers we may see inside of nineteenth-century novels, including the male reader as
guide, male readers of traditional texts, male authors, and male leisure readers. The
examples provided represent a variety of novels across several mainstream genres. The
second half of Chapter 2 evaluates male readers in Charles Dickens’s Dombey and Son
(1846-1848), William Makepeace Thackeray’s The History of Pendennis (1848-1850),
and Talbot Baines Reed’s The Fifth Form at St. Dominic’s: A School Story (1881-1882)
in terms of the characters’ interactions with books.5 I investigate the ways that these
texts represent reading for education, addressing the types of material each male is said
to read alongside what reading is actually depicted for the real-world reader. Then,
Chapter 3, “Case Studies of Sensational Readers: Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s The
Doctor’s Wife and Lady Audley’s Secret” turns the focus to a single author and genre.6
I use a lens of semi-detachment from John Plotz to explore the lineage of the “dear
reader” trope through Braddon’s sensation fiction. Semi-detachment “helps shed light
on how writers understood what it meant for readers to experience the world of a book
as if it were real, while nonetheless remaining aware of the distance between such

5

When a range of dates is offered for the publication of a novel, this indicates the period when the story
was first published in its serial form. A single date without further notation indicates the publication of
the novel as a single volume.
6
The Doctor’s Wife was published serially between Jan. and Dec. 1864, while Lady Audley’s Secret
was published serially from Mar. to Aug. 1863.
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invention and one’s tangible physical surroundings” (Plotz 3). Braddon’s novels make
explicit the reading done by her characters, including how deeply each character
becomes attached to their reading, and offer commentary based on the valuation of that
material. Lady Audley’s Secret specifically offers a male reader whose social position
and “happy ending” are dependent upon culturally appropriate, successful navigation of
his reading material.
In addition to examining fictional scenes of reading as described in each text,
each chapter includes extended discussions of illustrations that accompanied the
original publication of those novels as serials.7 Illustrations “impel reflective and
complex reading strategies. They interpellate critical readers. They thicken plots. And
they push us to reconsider what we think we know about Victorian novels” (Leighton
and Surridge, The Plot Thickens 50). Earlier scholars mentioned here use brief
discussions of illustrations throughout their work as in-addition-to, rather than as anecessary-part-of, textual references to reading. Mary Elizabeth Leighton and Lisa
Surridge extract the importance of illustrations to Victorian fiction in their work The
Plot Thickens: Illustrated Victorian Serial Fiction from Dickens to DuMaurier (2019).
They explain:
[For illustrated serials,] we describe illustrations as primary because, although
visual artists usually came second in the creation process, their images often
came first in the reading process. Victorian readers regularly saw illustrations
before reading letterpress. They might see images on the wrappers of serials

7

The illustrations accompanying The Doctor’s Wife appeared in an American printing that ran
simultaneously with the original, British run of the serial. See Chapter 3 for more detail.
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displayed in shop windows as a form of advertisement for that serial installment.
(Leighton and Surridge, The Plot Thickens 9)
Images, then, could greatly impact the interpretation of written scenes of reading, as a
real-world reader may form an idea or opinion about a novel prior to encountering the
author’s text. Illustrations also have the “capacity to introduce extradiegetic
elements…that is, elements that are outside those described in the letterpress” (Leighton
and Surridge, The Plot Thickens 30). Adding in information in contradiction to, in
support of, or unrelated to the narrative of the story-world provides more space for the
real-world reader to exercise their skills of critical reading while multiplying possible
interpretations for the content of the text. The freedom of depiction afforded to authors
and illustrators through including illustrations grants visual space for an interplay
between internal plot points and social ideologies informing both the fictive and real
worlds. By including analyses of illustrations, I hope to further contextualize the
importance of reading to the nineteenth-century serial novel.

The aim of this dissertation is to provide an additional avenue for inquiry in
nineteenth-century studies of reading that not only helps deepen existing discussions
about female readers but also serves to extend this discussion to all varieties of readers
in fiction.
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CHAPTER 1

VICTORIAN READING PRACTICES

Reading was not only a form of instruction,
self-discovery and self-definition, it was also a
source of profound pleasure, both individually
and collectively, but sometimes a source of real
confusion.
–Davidoff and Hall, Family Fortunes
Vast amounts of scholarly work have been devoted to exploring all facets related to
reading, both fictional and real-world: who performed it, when, where, and why; what
they read; and, for what purpose. As the Introduction explains, this project emanated
from a fascination with Victorian female readers, and seeks to uncover the intersections
between social and cultural beliefs and depictions of reading by addressing many of
these questions. While my subsequent chapters analyze fictional readers as their primary
focus, Chapter 1 details prominent conceptions of Victorian reading practices to
contextualize these later depictions; I define nineteenth-century philosophies of
education and literacy in order to connect them later to fictionalized scenes of reading.
Because “[e]ducation is the process underlying the production, transmission, and
interpretation of all texts, and as such it is the bedrock of literary culture,” I view
education as central to conceptualizing changing representations of readers during the
period (Birch 331). Education as a practice also relies heavily on reading as a way to
gain knowledge. In this chapter, accordingly, I emphasize ideas of literacy and
education as they relate to class and gender specifically, as well as general reading
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practices. After these discussions, I move to theories of fictional representations of
reading.
Further, this chapter offers an introduction to ideas of gender as they relate to
both education more broadly and reading more specifically. The nineteenth century
itself was supremely concerned with “the woman question,” which extended to the
education women received and to the texts they read. Female readers, and opinions
about these female readers, abounded. Scholarship has likewise kept up with the female
reader, especially since Kate Flint’s The Woman Reader was published in 1993. As Flint
points out, “the question of gender in reading cannot be considered apart from questions
of class, of education, of religious belief, and of other social and ethnic factors,” which
underscores the need to discuss several of these aspects together in this opening chapter
(The Woman Reader 326). In my later chapters, I utilize these theories of female reading
as a lens through which to view fictional male readers. While both fiction and nonfiction alike make it quite clear that women were reading, especially reading novels,
little scholarship on male readers exists. Given the abundance of references to and nonfictional accounts of reading (especially of fiction) during the period, however, it seems
safe to assume that men were in fact reading, and that fiction made up part of this diet.
One of the larger questions of this project centers around whether depictions of male
readers show characters as being held to the same standards and restrictions as their
well-documented female counterparts. Were men free to read how, when, and where
they wanted? And so, the sections here on gender and education, and then on the
gendered reader, are first steps toward unpacking the complicated relationships between
readers and their worlds.
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How We Read
During the nineteenth century in Britain, mass literacy was taking hold, spurred on by
the widespread availability of printed materials, crossing class and gender borders as
never before. Large cultural shifts in arenas like technology, politics, and religion
converged to create “day-by-day readers for the first time in this period” (Altick 3, 7).
These daily readers, rather than being scholars or individuals relying on reading for their
livelihood, were largely from the working class and read “primarily for leisure” (Rose,
“Education” 233). Jonathan Rose explains that most working-class individuals did not
need to know how to read for work, and that, in fact, “in 1841 only 27.4 percent of male
workers and 7.4 percent of female workers held jobs where literacy was required or
likely to be useful” (“Education” 233). During the early part of the century, the high
cost of books and the lack of general access to education narrowed general readership
to this “socially superior audience” (Altick 6). It was not until later in the century that
“the appetite for print permeate[d] both classes [the working class and the ‘ever
expanding bourgeoisie’] to the extent that it became a major social phenomenon”
(Altick 7, 3). Discussions of who was reading assume the fact that most people
possessed a basic level of literacy. Without the ability to read, a book or printed text
cannot be read.8 How did educational practices of the nineteenth century contribute to

8

Admittedly, alphabetic reading is not the only way to consume a text. Many individuals shared books
by reading aloud, so it is not entirely necessary for each person who interacts with a text to be able to
read. Jonathan Rose provides insight into common practices of reading aloud: “In an oral history
investigation of social life between 1870 and 1919, half of all working-class interviewees indicated that
reading aloud (including Bible reading and parents reading to children) was practiced in the homes
where they were raised. Even the illiterate, the sight-impaired, and eternally busy housewives could
share to some extent the world of print” (Intellectual Life 84). Additionally, what is meant by “literacy”
varies from report to report, statistic to statistic in contemporary scholarship as well as in facts and
figures of the nineteenth century. Again, Rose provides clarification: as opposed to figures on
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this growing reading public, and what impact did these educational ideals have on who
read during the period? This section focuses on addressing these questions to define the
attitudes that influenced fiction of the period.

Class and Education
Education was one of many areas of life affected by changing social conditions, and at
the start of the century, an ability to read marked social differences. Altick points out
that “class structure and the occupational and geographical distribution of the people
underwent alterations which affected the availability of reading matter, educational
opportunities, the conditions under which reading could be done, and the popular
attitude toward print” (81). Prior to the 1870 Education Act in Britain,9 “limited
literacy” was the standard level of education for the middle and lower classes: “Early
organised literacy programmes were designed…to provide sufficient reading skills to
allow the mass population to spell out the Bible and other suitable pieces distributed by
the Church” (Reynolds 3). Many schools taught the alphabet and basic phonics, while
others practiced the “‘Look and Say’ method, which first taught children actual
monosyllabic words in simple sentences, and then showed them how these words were
constructed” (Rose, “Education” 234). Rose claims that the compounding factors of

publishing, statistics regarding literacy fall in “somewhat marshier ground. There is no common
standard, no universally recognized borderline separating the literate from the illiterate” (“Education”
232).
9
“William Forster’s Elementary Education Act of 1870 represented the first real acceleration in the
slow movement towards a national system of education. Forster’s Act established board schools, partly
funded by the state, to provide elementary education in areas where existing provision was inadequate.
These schools remained fee-paying, and attendance was not obligatory. But with the Elementary
Education Act of 1880 basic schooling became free (for both boys and girls, from the ages of five to
ten) and, for the first time, compulsory. Board schools became, for thousands of children, the way to a
disciplined and competent education.” (Birch 332)
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having “more money, more time, [and] more printed matter—made it ever more
worthwhile to learn how to read. The rise of literacy, then, was driven more by popular
demand than by compulsory education, which was not universal before 1880”
(“Education” 233). This push for access to the entertainment provided by literature10
can be seen as a smaller contributing factor in the perceived threat of mass literacy
bearing down on the upper class.
If literacy were no longer a marker of social status or financial ability, then the
middle and upper classes would be placed on similar footing with the lower; “What was
at stake was the means to power and self-determination. Some saw its development as
a necessary social control; for others, it could provide a way of escaping constraint”
(Birch 331). According to Rose, “Educated people commonly (though by no means
universally) found something profoundly menacing in the efforts of working people to
educate themselves and write for themselves” (Intellectual Life 20). Feeling “menaced”
by this blurring of class lines via education and literacy, many families with access to
money exercised their right to choose and pay for their desired method of schooling for
their children (Birch 333). Whereas boarding schools and governesses remained the
hallmarks of more wealthy families, working-class families came to have choices
beyond the previously dismal array of poorly funded and often poorly instructed schools
available to their children, like charity schools and dame schools (Watt 38). Mutual
improvement societies were also an option increasing in popularity for both children
and adults to gain access not only to education, but also to the books themselves. Dinah
Birch acknowledges:

10

I use the term literature to mean any type of printed text. There is no taste hierarchy implied by my
use of this term.
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mutual improvement societies, run with varying degrees of regulation and
success, sprang up among groups of working men hungry for a better level of
education. Often short-lived and poorly funded, they nevertheless offered access
to teaching, and to collections of books, that would otherwise have been beyond
the reach of men without the resources for travel or formal instruction. (334)
By the end of the nineteenth century, families did not have to have a lot of money for
their children to become educated, or to obtain access to printed materials.
In addition to affecting general access to education, class concerns likewise
influenced instruction. By mid-century, “education (as opposed to simple literacy)
began to be considered an effective means of social control and a way of maintaining
the status quo at a time when many social and economic factors had undergone radical
change” (Reynolds 9). The resulting system of education was “not primarily designed
to spread literacy or train pupils to think, but to look after and train children to become
model members of the working class” (Reynolds 9). Limited literacy, then, was the goal
for the working class (although admittedly not a universal sentiment across the middle
and upper classes), which was achieved through basic ciphering and grammar, as taught
in primary schools (Reynolds 16, 17). Children of “the upper and middle classes,” by
contrast, achieved “full literacy,” which included “familiarity with literature and literary
language which came about through extended education” (Reynolds 15). The type of
literature read became a class marker: “Working-class youth was [sic] introduced to the
concept of officially approved, ‘good’, literature at school, but provided with cheap,
plentiful, exciting fiction elsewhere” (Reynolds 20). With class distinctions crumbling

23

in terms of access to education and the very ability to read, efforts to maintain divisions
turned to what was being read.
This dichotomy of “good” and “bad” literature created “widely divergent
‘public’ (i.e. that done at school or under the aegis of other adult sources of authority)
and ‘private’ (that read for pleasure) reading practices” for the working class (Reynolds
20). The association of working-class readers with “cheap” or “bad” literature
reinforced a social hierarchy, as the upper-class readers were those with better taste who
were reading “good” literature and were therefore somehow inherently better because
of their literary discernment. Good/bad literary distinctions were used as a new means
to separate the classes once literacy itself could no longer act as an indicator of social
status. These distinctions inform the fictional depictions of reading we see peppered
throughout Victorian novels. Ideas of what constitutes “proper” or “right” reading can
determine a character’s success or failure and how they are interpreted by not only other
characters, but also the external, real-world reader.
Publishing and circulation can be seen as a related subtopic to this discussion
insofar as wealth—required to purchase (access) books—is one indicator of class.
Through the mid-nineteenth century, an ability to possess physical books as property
was mostly reserved for the wealthy. Individuals would need to have disposable income
in order to afford bound volumes for their home library. Private purchase, however,
became only one of many ways for people to get their hands on the latest written works.
James Raven, Helen Small, and Naomi Tadmor explain that “readerships and reading”
were transformed throughout history “not just by technological changes in print
production, but by such factors as the development of the carrying trade, provincial
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retailing, book auctions, and, from the early eighteenth century, by bookclubs and
circulating libraries” (“Introduction” 9).11 Periodical publication became one way for
readers to enjoy fresh texts without the high prices of purchasing a novel in volumes.12
Books could be obtained from a store, a railway book stall, from a circulating library or
a subscription library, from a public library, or borrowed from a personal acquaintance.
Altick’s “common reader” was becoming more diverse, intersectional, and less
hegemonic as time moved forward.

Gender and Education
Returning to the larger discussion of education, gender subsisted as an additional way
to divide people in terms of their access to schooling, just as class served as a limiting
status. Boys and girls, especially as they advanced beyond elementary school, were
separated by what society thought most appropriate to their future situation. Middleand upper-class education for boys was largely designed toward creating informed,
classically trained male citizens. This classical education would usually include “the
study of classics [Latin and Greek], theology, and mathematics” (Birch 334). Rugby
School, the focus of Thomas Hughes’s Tom Brown’s Schooldays (1857), famously
depicts a brand of muscular Christianity that emphasizes these classic subjects alongside
a healthy dose of athletics, aimed at making boys strong both mentally and physically.
For girls, education “had a practical rather than an academic basis,” with the assumption

11

For deeper discussions on publishing and the book trade in the nineteenth century, see Brantlinger,
The Reading Lesson; Eliot and Rose; Jordan and Patten; Leighton and Surridge, The Plot Thickens;
Sutherland; Weedon; and Wynne.
12
Because the books analyzed in Chapters 2 and 3 all appeared in serial installments during their initial
publication, it is important to crystalize the expanding reach periodicals had, which is discussed in
detail in the later section “Periodicals and the Novel.”
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being that “their future lay in a domestic setting” where advanced academics would not
be necessary (Reynolds 23, 24). Schools for girls “emphasized social accomplishments,
including music, fine needlework, and drawing” through much of the nineteenth century
(Birch 334). While boys were encouraged in what we would now consider to be
academic disciplines to produce broadly defined citizens, girls were guided in their
studies by assumptions about their future status as wives and mothers.13
Although there was undoubtedly a clear distinction between what boys “should”
be taught and what girls “should” be taught, Matthew Arnold viewed schools in terms
of what all children ought to learn through educational institutions. As an Inspector of
Schools in England for over thirty years, Arnold’s expertise in education was extensive.
In a compilation that aims to “brin[g] together such of the teaching of both [Matthew
and Thomas Arnold] as was most likely to… explain and justify the honourable position
the Arnolds occupy in the history of public education in England,” Sir Joshua Girling
Fitch provides impressions of several miscellaneous writings of both men (iii–iv). He
writes that Matthew Arnold felt “the elementary schools [should serve] rather as centres
of civilization and refining influence than as places for enabling the maximum number
of children to spell and write” (Fitch 171). According to Fitch, Arnold noted that the
educational system he observed across England “tended to encourage mechanical and
unintelligent methods of teaching” (Fitch 172). In Reports on Elementary Schools,

John Tosh’s A Man’s Place: Masculinity and the Middle-Class Home in Victorian England (1999)
critiques the historic division between public and private (coded masculine and feminine) spheres. He
writes: “historical scholarship before the advent of second-wave feminism was characterized not merely
by the exclusion of women, but by a strict gendering of the public/private divide. According to this
perspective, the private sphere of family and household was women’s - and thus outside history - just as
the public sphere belonged to men - and should therefore be written about without reference to
women…Not surprisingly, men’s place in the private sphere did not initially form part of this feminist
agenda” (Tosh 2).
13
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1852-1882, Arnold notes that elementary education needed to “give to those children
the power of reading,” among other basic abilities like writing and mathematics
(Reports on Elementary Schools 213). Arnold equates acquiring literacy with forming
literary taste, here giving the child some agency in forming their own opinions about
literature. He criticized the books used in some schools aimed at teaching literacy as
being filled “with the writing of second or third rate authors, feeble, incorrect, and
colourless,…which are the worst possible instruments for teaching to read, and which
spoil the scholar’s taste when they are nearly his only means of forming it” (Arnold,
Reports on Elementary Schools 87). His assistant, Thomas Healing, notes there were
“cases in which books were recast, owing to [Arnold’s] influence, and their matter
substantially improved” due to Arnold’s negative opinion of them (Fitch 174).
While Arnold’s dual occupations as author and literary critic help to explain his
personal attention to this issue, it is useful to note as his language in these instances
bespeaks a broad audience, inviting both boys and girls to the table of literary delights.
This view was not popular, however, based on the strategically structured division of
high and low literature for different classes, which extended to gender. As Kimberley
Reynolds maintains, the “relationship between perceived literary merit and intended
audience is highly significant, for it would seem that works were accorded high or low
status principally on the basis of their readership” (19). Providing access to fictional
texts to students could help uphold or undermine the cultural values discussed in each
book.
Just as the literature read by the working class was deemed as lesser than their
middle and upper-class counterparts, what girls read was similarly branded; when
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compared to boys’ texts, works read by girls were “frivolous” and “low-status”: while
“most girls were encouraged to read and even to write…their abilities and areas of study
tended to be dismissed as inferior to those of boys, so what they read was regarded as
frivolous and classed as low-status, popular fiction” (Reynolds 25). Some of what girls
were given to read “aimed to explain and justify the feminine position in society, both
in gender and class terms, as well as… [to] convince her of the need to conform to
conventional expectations of her sphere” (Rowbotham 8). Some texts worked to
reinforce the ideology of separate spheres, and females’ positions as bound to the home,
even while young girls were away at school.
As related to reading, the cultural ideologies governing access to education play
out in fictional representations across literature. On a small scale, L. T. Meade’s A World
for Girls (1886) and Talbot Baines Reed’s The Fifth Form at Saint Dominic’s (1881)
illustrate the inequalities often found in relation to males and females reading. Meade’s
Lavender House school bans Jane Eyre (likely for Jane’s independent, non-submissive
ways) while Reed’s Oliver Greenfield reads an installment of Pickwick undisturbed and
unquestioned in his room. Fictional representations vary from author to author, but
many depict female readers as quixotic14, foolish, undereducated, and emotional,
serving as warnings to the real-world reader outside of the pages. The female reader is
often guided (or educated) toward a better understanding of the people and world around
her by a male figure (discussed in depth in Chapter 2, “Male Reader as Guide”). Jane
Austen’s Catherine Morland provides a familiar example (Northanger Abbey 1817). Her
emotions overwrought by her reading, Catherine comes to confuse reality with fiction,

The term “quixotic” refers to Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1612) and is used to represent a
character who is easily misled by their (incorrect) perceptions of reality.
14
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and must be guided to a correct separation of the two worlds by the knowledgeable
Henry Tilney. Similarly, Charlotte Brontë’s Shirley (1849), Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s
The Doctor’s Wife (1864), and Margaret Oliphant’s Hester (1883) offer depictions of
the female reader that exemplify changing, conflicting, and paradoxical attitudes toward
reading, women, and women readers in the nineteenth century. The education each
woman has received or been allowed access to factors into such depictions. A discussion
of gender as it relates to fictional representations is discussed in more detail in the
section “Who Reads: Gendering the Reader” below.

What We Read
With access to reading materials and the ability to read both expanding, the “day-byday readers” defined by Altick had a variety of options when it came to choosing what
to read. Serialized fiction, reviews, criticism, non-fiction, and advertisements filled the
pages of periodicals while the relatively “new” form of the novel was likewise
expanding. Since all the novels that are discussed in Chapters 2 and 3 were initially
published serially, it is important to understand how these two mediums worked
together to provide leisure texts to the reading public. Additionally, dichotomies
abounded to demark “good” versus “bad,” “high” versus “low,” “dangerous” versus
“safe” reading materials across all forms of writing. The hierarchies that came to exist
regarding leisure reading material are mirrored in fiction, as certain types of publications
came to be associated with certain genres, which were also classed. Traversing these
lines became another form of education, and “gaining knowledge about the implications
of one’s reading material, and the methods to be adopted when reading, was frequently
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written about in terms of the correct etiquette governing social introductions and
interaction” (Flint, “Reading of Vanity Fair” 253). This section explores the types of
reading material, both in terms of form and genre, available to the nineteenth-century
reader, as these classifications and surrounding attitudes frequently carried over into
fiction of the period.

Periodicals and the Novel
While the Victorian novel may stand out in contemporary readers’ minds as the
dominant form from the nineteenth century, the periodical is responsible for widespread
diffusion of fiction during the period and is one of a dizzying array of printed matter
available to Victorians. As a category, the periodical encompasses journals, magazines,
weeklies, monthlies, quarterlies, and serials, among other publications. Flint explains in
her “Introduction” to The Cambridge History of Victorian Literature:
The periodical exercised an enormous influence over Victorian literary and
cultural life: as an outlet for writers (of both non-fictional prose and imaginative
works); as a format for the circulation of new developments in science,
philosophy, history, politics, economics, and other emerging disciplines; as a
means of disseminating all kinds of information (whether at the level of ‘useful
knowledge’, in publications aimed at artisans and members of the lower middle
classes, or in the form of travel writing); and as a forum for reviews. (8)
The periodical served a larger purpose within society as it provided information on
various branches of culture, which happened to include literature. Readers could find
out about the latest political contest on one page and then find the newest installment of
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Lady Audley’s Secret, East Lynne, The History of Pendennis, The Woman in White, or
Great Expectations in subsequent sections.15 While a few of these texts are by writers
who have since become part of the traditional literary canon (Thackeray, Collins, and
Dickens), this short list also includes works of sensation fiction, a controversial if not
entertaining genre, that demonstrates the easy infiltration of “low” literature into
different social circles.
Previously explored issues of class relate directly to this distinction among
reading material. Classifications of “respectable” and “unrespectable” forms of fiction
fell along class lines: “middle-class readers tended to borrow books from circulating
libraries, or buy novels in monthly part-issues; working-class readers, on the other hand,
consumed novels as serials in cheap magazines” (Wynne 15). The unrespectable
category came to encompass titillating sensation and crime pieces such as Lady Audley’s
Secret and East Lynne, designed to amuse and shock readers who were looking for a
break from their daily toil. Sensation fiction, many critics warned, could upset the reader
emotionally and mentally, even spurring the reader’s body into inappropriate (likely
sexual) responses. Surely “respectable” readers would not engage in this type of
behavior, making this genre another marker of social class.
Mary Elizabeth Braddon, a prolific writer of the nineteenth century and the case
study author of Chapter 3, was an active participant in periodical publishing. As the

Lady Audley’s Secret by Mary Elizabeth Braddon published serially in 1861-2 in Robin Goodfellow,
Sixpenny Magazine, and London Journal; East Lynne by Ellen Wood published serially 1860-1 in New
Monthly Magazine; The History of Pendennis by William Thackeray published in monthly installments
1848-50; The Woman in White by Wilkie Collins published serially 1859-60 in All The Year Round;
Great Expectations by Charles Dickens published serially 1860-1 in All the Year Round.
15
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editor of Belgravia (1866-1878), Braddon used her platform to do more than entertain.
Belgravia:
opposed the argument that women were inherently uncritical readers who were
unable to make good decisions about reading…[It] invited women to become
active members of their middle-class reading audience, to exercise their critical
thinking skills, to improve their literary knowledge, and to raise the entire
nation’s cultural status through reading. (Phegley, “Women Readers in Family
Magazines” 106)
Braddon’s publication highlights the intersectionality of reading, class, and gender: this
pro-woman type of material could cause a publication to be classified as respectable or
unrespectable by various groups, as some viewed female empowerment as scandalous
or contrary to the betterment of society, while others felt it to be just and progressive.
Seeing the multifaceted threats posed by periodicals, the well-to-do and the welleducated fought to crystalize a distinction between good and bad reading materials.
People like John Ruskin—a literary and art critic of the period—for example, began to
defend against the periodical by “standardiz[ing] the canon of books deemed worthy of
literary study” by “developing a definition of high culture that necessarily excludes
popular newspapers and magazine sources” (Phegley, Educating 9, 10). These efforts
“either excluded periodical literature altogether or divorced supposedly more literary
works from their original periodical contexts” (Phegley, Educating 9). This move seems
to have worked, at least for today’s leisure reader, who may be unaware of the periodical
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origin of some novels. “Classics” like Great Expectations and Vanity Fair did not
appear directly as the consolidated works we now think of as single-volume novels.16
Despite these various assaults, periodicals nevertheless embedded themselves
within the lives and homes of many British citizens in the nineteenth century. In the
1890s, Rose estimates 3,423 new newspapers and periodicals were formed in England
and Wales (“Education” 231). Publications catered to varying classes of individuals,
ranging in price, and the success of a publication correlated in part to its economic
viability. Much of the working class could afford various iterations of periodicals, and
so they could choose materials to read during their free time, which included their
commute to work. “Commuters needed newspapers and magazines that could be read
in the space of their daily return journeys,” and “the ‘railway novel’ or ‘yellowback’
was marketed” for longer trips (S. Eliot 293).17 Periodicals that divided longer stories
into smaller parts (or who simply provided shorter stories that fit within a daily
commute) excelled.
The expensive and cumbersome three-volume novel, unlike the cheaper
periodical, “favoured the few wealthy individuals who could afford to purchase new
titles at one and a half guineas,” and struggled to keep up as a popular literary form early
in the nineteenth century (Brake 12).18 As Jane Austen’s wealthy Fitzwilliam Darcy’s
renowned home library at Pemberley suggests, only the upper class could afford to own
bound volumes during the novel’s nascent years (Pride and Prejudice 1813).

16

Vanity Fair by William Thackeray published serially 1847-8 in Punch.
“Yellowbacks” were published and sold by W. H. Smith at railway stations and were named for their
yellow covers (Finkelstein 25). The term came to be used generically to mean inexpensive novels.
18
For comparison, 1 guinea in 1830 would have been worth approximately £71.19 in 2017. “One and a
half guineas” in 1830 would have been worth approximately £108.48 in 2017. At either price, a novel
would be an expensive, luxurious commodity. These calculations were done by the author using the
United Kingdom’s National Archives’ “Currency Converter: 1270-2017.”
17
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Circulating libraries proved to be the point of access for individuals with some
disposable income, but not enough to purchase their own collections. Circulating
libraries “emerged as a significant force in the eighteenth century, but it was the inflated
book prices of the early nineteenth century, in particular the three-decker novel, that
made them essential to many middle-class readers,” making the three volume novel the
“standard for respectable fiction” (S. Eliot 297; Brantlinger, The Reading Lesson 12).
While subscription libraries helped to bridge the gap for the middle class, there remained
a large issue of access for people without such easy means.
Many scholars cite Charles Dickens as an example of an author who came up
with his own solution to this publishing, dissemination, and affordability issue. Simon
Eliot calls Dickens the “most commercially responsive of great authors” while Patrick
Brantlinger hails Dickens as “the superstar of the Victorian novel-reading public” (295;
The Reading Lesson 13). According to Brake,
Dickens deployed two formats in the 1830s, neither of which were new in
themselves, to circumvent the high price of three volumes and to get his new
fiction to readers directly, at prices (from 2s, 6d, to 6d) that the middle classes
could afford. One was part issue, in which fiction was issued in standalone serial
parts at regular intervals (weekly or monthly), often with frontispiece
illustrations, normally for 6d or a shilling. The second was serialization in
miscellanies or serials, similarly weekly or monthly and also relatively cheap; at
2s, 6d initially, magazines were more expensive than part issues, befitting their
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breadth of contents, but by 1860 they were similarly priced, and the shilling
monthlies were a great bargain for new serial writing. (12)19
A respected and popular author, Dickens capitalized on a multi-format platform that
helped him become one of the best-selling authors of the nineteenth century. He edited
both Household Words (1850-1859) and All the Year Round (1859-1870), publishing
roughly 100,000 copies each issue (Sutherland 55). Dickens’s engagement in all aspects
of writing, publishing, and reading made him keenly aware of the ideologies
surrounding reading. As such, many of his novels feature scenes of reading with readers
of all classes, in a variety of circumstances, for myriad purposes, some of which are
analyzed in later chapters.
The popularity of the novel expanded, thanks in large part to “economic factors:
the growth of cities, which provided concentrated markets; the development of overseas
readerships in the colonies; cheaper production costs when it came to both paper and
printing processes; better distribution networks, and the advertising and promotion of
books” (Flint, “Victorian Novel and Its Readers” 19). For comparison, “a popular novel
in 1800 might have a combined print-run in its early years of up to 12,000. By the 1890s,
a similarly popular novel might see 100,000 copies and more produced in its first five
years in different editions” (S. Eliot 294). This could reflect a 733% increase in printed
copies, allowing more readers in more locations to gain access to a variety of
mainstream works of fiction.

“2s, 6d” or 2 shillings and 6 pence (in 1830 currency) would have been worth approximately £8.48 in
2017. Six pence (“6d”) would have been worth approximately £1.70 in 2017. See note 18.
19
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The Novel as Social Discourse
The popularity of novels felt among the general population, however, was slower to
manifest in education and in academic circles; teachers and scholars were more critical
of popular texts than the public. Victorian critics, for one, controlled much of the
rhetoric surrounding the novel as a genre when it first appeared. Given the average
person’s limited access to novels because of their prices, it makes sense that individuals
would likely turn to reviews before seeking out their next piece of reading. Issues of
control, which we saw permeating earlier discussions of class and gender, appear again.
Ina Ferris claims,
the novel was admitted into mainstream nineteenth-century critical discourse as
part of a project…to shape and control reading practices. The point is worth
insisting on, for the focus of early nineteenth-century critical discourse on the
reading, rather than the writing, of the genre meant that the novel entered the
critical sphere as social and ethical (rather than literary) discourse. More
precisely, it was harnessed by the middle-class reviews as part of a cultural
pragmatics that sought to forge a diverse and unstable group of the newly literate
into the civic coherence of a ‘reading public.’ (19)
Through critical discussions, reading novels became an important “social and ethical
(rather than literary)” issue. Reviewers were concerned over readers’ reactions to the
texts they consumed, worrying about the information the “newly literate” classes would
obtain through their reading. This anxiety relates directly to a desire by people in the
upper class (who would be writing these reviews) to control the distribution of ideas via
reading described in the earlier section, “Class and Education.”
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Rather than shying away from derisive attitudes toward itself, however, the
novel instead can be categorized as a genre that features antinovel attitudes. As Patrick
Brantlinger explains, the “inscription of antinovel attitudes within novels is so common
that it can be understood as a defining feature of the genre; accordingly, any fictional
narrative which does not somehow criticize, parody, belittle, or otherwise deconstruct
itself is probably not a novel” (The Reading Lesson 2). He points out why novelists may
have incorporated this seemingly self-sabotaging component, arguing that:
While novelists often express opinions common to antinovel discourse—novelreading is addictive or seductive, it is a frivolous waste of time, novels are mere
commodities to be bought and consumed like any other perishable goods, and
so forth—a major factor underlying the inscription of antinovel attitudes within
novels is the radical uncertainty all novelists share about how the reading public
will interpret or misinterpret, use or abuse, the products of their imaginations.
(Brantlinger, The Reading Lesson 3)
Beyond the reception of critics, authors were likewise worried about the impact their
works would have on the general public, including the misuse or misunderstanding of
their intentions connected to a novel’s content. Many of the novels discussed in Chapters
2 and 3 exemplify this characteristic as initially appearing to denounce the very genre
to which they belong, an attitude that is discussed in further detail in later chapters.
As a form that purported to offer verisimilitude or realism akin to everyday life,
the novel features many political, social, economic, and religious issues that were
prevalent throughout the 1800s. Succinctly, the novel “was the literary form that
represented the problems, difficulties, opportunities, anxieties, and desires associated
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with reading in its most acute form in the nineteenth century” (Palmer and Buckland 5).
It acted “as an early modern cultural instrument designed to confront, on the level of
narrative form and content, both intellectual and social crisis simultaneously,” allowing
fiction to become a site for negotiating these large-scale social shifts during the period
(McKeon 22). The space and scope of the novel provided room for ideological
negotiations within its pages.
Unlike earlier forms of literature, the novel represented “lengthy prose narratives
that centered on contemporary individuals of no exalted rank and avoided supernatural
machinery” (Dames, para.1). It moved beyond strict class divisions both in terms of its
plot and its circulation. This allowed a relationship to form between the real-world
reader and the characters within the pages, as the characters often represented familiar
friends or attainable social positions. The form as a whole came to be known for its
adherence to formal realism, or the conceit that “the novel is a full and authentic report
of human experience,” providing “its reader with such details of the story as the
individuality of the actors concerned, the particulars of the times and places of their
actions, details which are presented through a more largely referential use of language
than is common in other literary forms” (Watt 32). As characters negotiate social
situations and run up against cultural expectations, the reader can see various possible
solutions to these issues that appear to reflect their own reality.
The novel in both its whole and serialized forms was a clear cultural icon of the
nineteenth century, reflecting the changing social scape of Victorian England that
included ideologies of reading. Rather than focusing on the influence the novel could
have on the real-world reader, I am interested in what embedded scenes of reading
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reflect about the period. Since the novel as a broad category can be seen as a site of
cultural negotiation, what does it say about the nineteenth century to have reading
reflecting back from its pages? It suggests a complex social issue that had intersecting
and overlapping parts to it (not the least of which were class and gender), which authors
and readers alike struggled to untangle throughout the century.

Illustrating the Novel
In addition to the alphabetic text of a novel’s plot, illustrations can also serve as sites of
exploration for social issues within the confines of a book. Because of the intertwined
relationship between text and image argued for by scholars of nineteenth-century print
media (which has seen a recent surge in scholarship, suggesting that illustrations are an
integral, rather than an ancillary, part of nineteenth-century fiction), my discussion of
reading in the remainder of this dissertation includes both types of material.20 Visuals
appeared:
In wrapper designs that created brands for serials and periodicals, in full-page
illustrations that graced books and magazines, and in tiny chapter initials and
tailpieces, artists created images that might variously decorate, complement, add
to, contradict, or complicate the letterpress—but that in all cases contributed to
the rich meanings of verbal-visual forms. New publication formats—the
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Since 2015, at least six scholarly studies have been released that focus on illustrations: Cooke and
Goldman; Golden, Serials to Graphic Novels; Goldman and Cooke; Leighton and Surridge, The Plot
Thickens; Mainardi; and Thomas. Many of these scholars offer explorations of the technical evolutions
that encouraged a turn to illustration in Victorian fiction, like a move from copper to wood to steel
engraving techniques. See especially Leighton and Surridge’s “Introduction,” which also includes a
thorough timeline of the evolution of illustration across monthly serials, reissued editions, and
magazines and newspapers.
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illustrated comic almanac, the illustrated annual, the illustrated serial, the
illustrated book, and the illustrated newspaper or periodical—all blended verbal
and visual signifiers, a fact that book historians understand as crucial to our
understanding of the period’s texts. (Leighton and Surridge, The Plot Thickens
5)
This proliferation of visual matter alongside textual impress can be related to what
Gerard Curtis describes “the art of seeing”—an essential facet of Victorian culture: “The
phrase ‘the art of seeing’ describes the Victorian passion for observation and for refining
the skills of looking and seeing” that was fueled by an acknowledgement of the
interconnections between the visual arts and literature (213). He posits that the
Victorians possessed “a visual typographic awareness” that made them “keenly aware
that the act of reading required typographical seeing, an acknowledgment of the visual
value and visual semiotics of material signifiers, print, and the book itself” (Curtis 214).
Living in a world increasingly saturated by print at every turn, it is unsurprising that the
average Victorian would be adept at decoding visuals, whether textual or pictorial. This
ability translated directly into the world of the illustrated serial, where text and image
worked in conjunction (together, even if in opposition) to relay a variety of information.
Earlier criticism has acknowledged the importance of illustration to reading and
reading studies, even if not using it as a topical focus. Raven, Small, and Tadmor argue,
“Implicitly, and often explicitly, readers were told by such visual and literary
illustrations how to read and what to expect from their reading” (“Introduction” 13).
The instructive nature of illustrations connects them to the genre’s preoccupation with
reading as another method of controlling the messages real-world readers get from the
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content of novels. As outlined in the Introduction, illustrations work in multiple
directions—with, against, or unrelated to the plot of the story. Leighton and Surridge
introduce narratological terms, “such as prolepsis, analepsis, mimesis, diegesis,
iteration, repetition, and extradiegesis [in order to] help us to identify and understand
these complex relationships between visual and verbal plots” (The Plot Thickens 20).
Visual components can offer a glimpse forward (prolepsis) or backward (analepsis) in
plot action, provide plot in detail (mimesis) or in overview (diegesis), depict habitual
actions (iterative) or one instance of a similar but not identical repeated action
(repetitive), or introduce information outside the world of the story (extradiegesis). No
matter which of these functions an illustration becomes engaged in, the visual image
has a bearing on the real-world reader’s interpretation of the accompanying information
(text) found on the page.
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Figure 2. Untitled image from Thackeray, William Makepeace. The History of Pendennis. Charles Scribner’s Sons,
1911, 3: 572

In the untitled image from Thackeray’s Pendennis (Figure 2) we see an example
of an illustration that serves both diegetic and extradiegetic purposes. The image shows
two men standing facing one another, with a counter separating them. On the counter,
we see a stack of three books, on top of which one man’s hand rests. Shelves with books
can also be seen in the background behind the two men. The drawing appears in Chapter
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36 of the novel—well into the action of the story. So, how does the visual relate to the
story in which it appears? The two men in the image are not identified, making it unclear
whether they are characters in the plot of the story. Further, the text surrounding the
image (the illustration is embedded with a paragraph), including the preceding and
following pages, describes the living and working conditions of the protagonist, Arthur
Pendennis, as he pays social calls to various houses and seats himself at his work table
to draft for a newspaper. Is this visual depicting a possible overview of a plot occurrence
in diegetic fashion? Is it depicting an unrelated, therefore extradiegetic, event that is
only thematically (simplified, the novel is about books and the image shows books),
rather than directly related to the world of the story? Fittingly, this image also portrays
the theme of this dissertation, which is the unacknowledged existence of male readers
in Victorian fiction. Is the bearded gentleman purchasing the books? Borrowing them?
Returning them? Were/are the books for him? Did or will he read them? Or were/are
they for a member of his family, remaining untouched by him? Unlike the furtive
gentleman in the image accompanying the opening of the Introduction, this man appears
at ease based on the relaxed positioning of his right hand in his vest. And yet as
interesting as these details are to a modern scholar, how is the real-world reader—either
Victorian or modern—meant to interpret the inclusion of this image as part of Chapter
36 in Pendennis?
The complex interplay between textual and imaged-based elements adds yet
another layer of meaning to be explored surrounding nineteenth-century perceptions of,
attitudes toward, and opinions about reading that can serve as a meeting ground for the
elements of education, class, and gender, among others, already discussed.
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Who Reads: Gendering the Reader
Thus far this chapter has explored many aspects related to reading, including education
and popular reading material. Class and social status have featured prominently, along
with considerations of gender. Concerns over these categories caused “fiction [to be]
regarded as particularly suspect: likely to influence adversely, to stimulate inappropriate
ambitions and desires, to corrupt” (Flint, “Victorian Novel and Its Readers” 17). Much
recent criticism on nineteenth-century readers focuses heavily on such a gendered
interpretation of the reader, decidedly female-focused.21 Nicholas Dames points out it
“is undeniable” that “pro- and antinovel critics alike saw the form to some extent as a
feminine one…perhaps due largely to its concentration on what was increasingly
interpreted as a female ‘separate sphere’: the world of domesticity, privacy, intimacy,
and innerness rather than public action and public rhetoric” (para.9). He also posits that
the novel “incited and fed” a “desire for privacy, or private, individual consumption”
(Dames, para.4).This emphasis opens up many lines of inquiry, not only about the
female reader herself but also about the missing “other” term, the male reader. If the
novel has a mystique about it that suggests a feminized space focused on these solitary
states of being (alone, private, internal), how does the presence of male characters
engaged in this individualistic undertaking complicate the space?
This section seeks to tease out answers to this question, as well as to those posed
at the beginning of this chapter, first by reviewing arguments about the female reader
before moving to her less studied and less abundantly depicted counterpart, the male

21

For discussions of female readers, see especially: Bray; Citarella; De Ritter; Flint, The Woman
Reader; Golden, Woman Reader; Mangham; Pearson; Phegley, Educating; and Radway.
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reader. I view lines of thinking applied to female readers in terms of their applicability
to male readers: if we think about and discuss male readers in the same terms as females,
what surprising or unexpected information does that yield about both gender and reading
in the Victorian era? (How) Do cultural perceptions of males shift given their status as
readers? What distinctions are made between male pleasure-readers (those who read for
recreation) versus male authors (those who read, and write, for work)? Finally, most
generally, how does the significance or value of reading change in varying contexts?

Female Readers
Nineteenth-century discussions about the dangers posed to women by reading took
place in every corner, from medical literature to instruction manuals, and even extended
to novels themselves. Michael McKeon points out that this concern was not new and in
fact, from “Dante on, the fear that women’s morals will be corrupted by reading
romances is quite conventional, and its articulation at this time may provide evidence
less of the rise of the reading public than of the persistence of anxiety about women”
(52). Catherine Golden details several arguments against women’s reading from the
Victorian era, including biological, medical, and moral reasons, as well as fears over
consumption and addiction (Woman Reader, chap.1). Women needed “to conserve
energy for survival and reproduction” so expending energy on reading (or education in
general) would come at the cost of reproduction and women’s health (Golden, Woman
Reader 31). If reproduction is compromised in a great number of women, then the future
of the nation may be at stake. Furthermore, “A woman’s biological differences—her
greater sensitivity and sensibility—made her more susceptible to effects of a novel,”
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meaning her mind could be overwhelmed, corrupted, or both by what she read in fiction
(Golden, Woman Reader 32). These scenarios each threaten the stability of the home,
as a sick woman cannot take care of her family, and potentially not even have one,
according to this logic.
Women’s emotional “susceptibility” led to two “polarized stereotypes of
women’s reading in the Victorian and Edwardian periods”: there was the book that
“improves the spiritual or moral condition of the reader, confirming, rather than
challenging assumptions about her social role, and the provocative book which
stimulates sexual impulses” (Flint, The Woman Reader 321). On the one hand, “safe”
texts could reinforce domestic ideologies, while also keeping moral and spiritual health
intact. On the other, “dangerous” books could provoke a woman to desire more than or
to look beyond her current situation. These two types of books caused “[r]eading [to]
become a central moral metaphor” in the nineteenth century, where depictions of
women’s reading “often distinguish[ed] specifically between good and bad books and
reading practices,” which further defined the woman herself as either good or bad by
association (Pearson 8). Reading material becomes a reflection of one’s character, and
serves as an indicator not just of social status, but also of moral caliber.
While arguments against a woman’s reading are well-rehearsed on nineteenthcentury scholarship, Golden goes one step further, offering four arguments for women’s
reading. While the reasons why a woman may read can be highly individual, the
arguments identified by Golden speak to some of the general benefits of reading. In
support of the “Gentility Argument,” reading can serve as “a means to receive correct
etiquette and social refinement” by learning through modeled depictions in the text
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(Golden, Woman Reader 22–23). It can act, according to the “Socialization Argument,”
as “an effective socialization tool to maintain the status quo in gender relations and
promote marital compatibility,” providing husband and wife with shared interests
(Golden, Woman Reader 23). In addition, if women are well educated through reading,
then they can pass along that education to their children, thereby enhancing the next
generation of British or American citizens, bolstering an “Educational Argument” in
support of women’s reading (Golden, Woman Reader 27–28). The last argument,
“Argument for Empowerment, Real or Imagined,” is twofold, as it offers appeasement
to dissenters while also suggesting a radical option for individual women themselves:
reading “enabled women vicariously to imagine and prepare for their futures” while it
also encouraged “some women [to attempt] to liberate themselves by broadening the
prevailing cult of domesticity—favoring careers over motherhood and marriage”
(Golden, Woman Reader 29). Regardless of where or why the female is reading, the
situations depicted in the texts could offer something to aspire to, whether traditional or
not. Each of these arguments provides convincing counterpoints for those reasons
against a woman reading.
The idea that there are books both appropriate and inappropriate for women
leaves open the possibility that there are likewise appropriate and inappropriate texts for
men to read. Men, however, were offered less pointed instruction in what they ought to
read, or at least were not as overtly directed as women. This takes for granted that men
were not as susceptible as women to the emotional and psychological effects of fiction.
In addition, reading could offer similar benefits to all readers as those detailed by
Golden; having appropriate social models for how to interact with the world would seem
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to be something to be desired for both women and men. The next section looks at the
advice males may have been given regarding their leisure reading (since neither man
nor woman were likely to read a popular novel as part of a school curriculum until late
in the century), and what assumptions were made about the ability for a man to correctly
choose his own reading material.

Male Readers
Advice aimed at men regarding their reading practices is less abundant than that aimed
at women. Today, “reader” is a neutral term as far as English grammar in that it has no
gender. During the nineteenth century, however, because of cultural assumptions during
the period, “reader” is implied to be male/masculine in many instances of criticism and
even in novels themselves.22,23 Since the male figure was viewed as the “standard” or
implied audience for centuries, it is not as easy to simply search for male-gendered terms
and come up with results as it is to look for female-focused literature. Nevertheless,
some advice manuals aimed at men are a helpful place to start in determining larger
cultural dictates surrounding male leisure reading.

Kate Flint’s “Women, Men and the Reading of Vanity Fair,” in The Practice and Representation of
Reading in England, edited by James Raven et al., Cambridge UP, 1996, pp. 246–62, directly addresses
Thackeray’s use of both male and female implied readers at various moments in the novel. Flint claims,
“One thing is certain: we are being asked to read as men (even if male pretensions are laughed at and
masculinity is teased, hardly representing a constant standard of excellence), and it is expected that we
have had men’s experiences” (“Reading of Vanity Fair” 249).
23
This may extend from the relationship between “reader” and “lector,” the latter of which comes from
the Latin word for someone who reads aloud, especially in church. In Latin, “lector” is masculine, and
most if not all clerical readers at this time (and certainly prior to the nineteenth century) would have
been male.
22
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Advice appears from educational theorists and other didactic authors alike.24
While these conduct books can be generalized to include advice about “men,” issues of
class and conceptions of masculinity appear in how each specifically addresses their
reader. Three such texts include Rev. William Landels’s advice guide True Manhood:
Its Nature, Foundation and Development. A Book for Young Men (1861), which devotes
an entire section of his to “The Young Man in His Leisure Hours, on Reading,” jurist
and philosopher Frederic Harrison’s The Choice of Books, and Other Literary Pieces
(1886), Routledge’s Manual of Etiquette (1870). Landels’s focus is on “MEN,”
especially the “true Christian” who is the “perfect gentleman” (1, 182). He capitalizes
“MEN” in his text, as he writes for an audience of young men to “aid them in becoming
men in reality, as well as in name—MEN, as distinguished from things that resemble
men—unfeathered bipeds, as they have been called” (Landels 1). For Routledge, their
intended audience is decidedly “gentlemen.” Harrison also uses the term “gentleman,”
however sparingly, throughout his text.
Landels takes as a truism that “[e]very man who wishes to attain to true
manhood, will of course occupy a portion of his leisure in making himself acquainted
with those printed records of what others have said and done, which are now happily so
abundant and accessible” (206). The implied texts or “printed records” would seem to
be histories and other works of non-fiction, linking leisure reading to reading for
education in Landels’s estimation. He asserts that “[i]n reading, however, as in
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See especially: Arnold, Culture and Anarchy; Newman; Ruskin; and Smiles. Several of these texts
focus on what young men or school-age boys specifically ought to read, and often steer boys toward
informative, fact-based texts and leave little room for fiction. Instances of boys reading novels and other
fiction do appear in literature of this period, especially reading in secret and/or in the genre of
Children’s Literature (see C. Bronte’s Shirley (1849); Dickens’s David Copperfield (1850), Oliver
Twist (1837), and Great Expectations (1860); Reed’s The Fifth Form at St. Dominic’s (1881); and
Hardy’s Jude the Obscure (1895) as examples).
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companionship, there is need for discrimination” among and within the mass of
literature available (Landels 209). He alludes to sensation fiction, with plots that often
contain a “licentious beauty who violates her marriage vow,” and urges his reader away
from these texts: “Better never read at all, than read such productions as these,” he states
(Landels 210). As to what young men should read beyond the Bible, histories, and nonfiction, Landels approves of poetry and drama, and acknowledges the reading of fiction
“though always with self-restraint and great discretion” (215). An assumption underlies
these dictates, which is hinted at by the words “self-restraint” and “discretion.” While
women were assumed to be susceptible emotionally to outside influences, men ought to
be able to control their feelings while reading for pleasure, especially should they choose
to engage with a work of fiction.
Where Landels leaves questions about what specifically a man should read
(although it is clear that sensation fiction must be avoided), Harrison takes up the issue
of identifying appropriate texts for his audience. Harrison moralizes on what he terms
“the art of right reading,” or a man’s ability to identify worthwhile literature (11). Like
Landels, he, too, feels poetry to be of value, making allusions or references to a
Coleridge poem in his text (Harrison 5). Harrison equates a man’s choice of reading
material with “the choice of our education, of a moral and intellectual ideal, of the whole
duty of man,” and recommends men simply “[r]ead the best” (20, 63). Again, reading
is aligned with education. With the abundance of reading material available in the
nineteenth century, the category of “best” books could be somewhat difficult to
pinpoint. What Harrison calls “historical romance” falls under the category of fictional
novels, and he names Jane Austen and George Eliot on a short list of works filled with
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“indescribable finesse,” offering more specific direction for his male readers (65). While
he continues on to cite “Dickens, Thackeray, Bulwer, the Brontes [sic], Trollope, [and]
George Eliot” as being filled with “[g]enius, industry, subtlety, and ingenuity,” he
nevertheless warns that these authors fall flat as they continue to write “as if it were
their publishers and not their genius which prompted the work” (Harrison 66–67, 68).
This critique acknowledges the changing publishing landscape explored earlier, where
authors (especially those who published in periodicals) were often pushed by deadlines
for the next installment and may have rushed their artistic efforts in order to meet such
deadlines. This double-sided compliment and slight acts as an acknowledgement of
popular fiction by Harrison who recommends these authors with a caveat, whereas while
Landels recognizes that a man may read popular authors, he does not recommend them
to his reader.
Routledge’s Manual of Etiquette, on the other hand, treats male reading as an
assumed leisure activity. This likely stems from the publishing giant’s investment in
popular literature, putting out roughly 1,300 titles in their “Railway Library” alone
(Finkelstein 24). Reading, according to Routledge’s Manual, is one of many activities
that a man can undertake while he is visiting a friend in order to avoid becoming “an
intolerable nuisance” (Routledge’s Manual 67). The specific type of text a man should
read, or what the value of leisure reading is, are not specified. When engaging in
conversation with others, a man could lead “an author [to talk] of his forthcoming book,”
which would assume the man’s familiarity with popular and current books in general
(Routledge’s Manual 42).
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For both Landels and Harrison, fiction remains a fact of everyday life in terms
of its prolific production, and yet does not seem to help enrich the lives of men as
educational or something to be sought as enjoyable. Both authors come at the issue
obliquely, neither outright stating the evils of most novels specifically, but offering more
general warnings about wrong types of reading. All three sources—Landels, Harrison,
and Routledge’s Manual—recognize that reading must be part of a man’s general
occupation, but do not provide the same type of obvious direction and dictums as the
innumerable warnings available for women. Part of the reason is, presumably, that men
were viewed as less “susceptible” to emotional shift than women, and were therefore
better equipped to encounter various types of texts. If men are assumed to read for
leisure, what, then, do they read? What specifically constitutes “right reading,” to use
Harrison’s term, for men?

Reading the Reader: Depictions of Readers in Fiction
Just as reading in everyday life can carry hefty weight freighted with specific, varying,
intersecting, and often contradictory meanings, reading embedded within the pages of a
novel likewise totes a history of its own. Intradiegetic readers,25 or characters who read
within novels, take many forms in many variations. There are characters who read for
education, for fun, and for work; who read with the guidance of another, independently,
in public, in private, secretly, illicitly, and/or quixotically. The proliferation of the
intradiegetic reader within the nineteenth century is perhaps an evolution of an earlier
figure and form: the conscripted or addressed reader and the literary apostrophe.

25

See the “Introduction” to this dissertation for information on the origin of this term.
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Using theories of narration and rhetoric, as well as reader response criticism,
Garrett Stewart defines the conscripted reader as the external reader who becomes
incorporated into the plot of the text by the writer (8). He adds “ideal readers,
superreaders, inferred readers, competent readers, model readers, zero-degree readers,
intended readers, informed readers, preferred readers, virtual readers, [and] specialized
communities of readers” to the long list of types of readers, claiming that “the contours
of the actual reading tend to get lost in this faceless crowd” (Stewart 10). With so many
classifications, readers seem to be almost anyone doing anything.
Authors like Anthony Trollope make the “reader” more concrete by directly
addressing the reader in the narrative as “dear reader” or “gentle reader” in a form of
narrative apostrophe (Stewart; Flint, “Reading of Vanity Fair”). Charlotte Brontë opens
the final chapter of Jane Eyre (1847) with perhaps the most famous instance of this
form: “Reader, I married him,” we are told (C. Brontë, Jane Eyre 552). As cited earlier,
Flint explains that eighteenth- and nineteenth-century readers needed to be taught the
proper etiquette surrounding the social implications of various reading material. She
contends that “[f]ictional depictions of what and how women and men read involve the
novel’s consumer in complex acts of interpretation,” while “confront[ing] the reader
with the need to consider his or her own interpretive strategies whilst in the very act of
employing them” (Flint, “Reading of Vanity Fair” 246). In addition to direct address,
literary apostrophe likewise works to alert the reader to their status as a reader, while
also performing other narrative work. In Wuthering Heights (1847), Emily Brontë uses
literary apostrophe in the form of a frame story to draw the reader’s attention to the
constructedness of the narrative, like other authors’ use of “dear reader.” The outerframe
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of the novel involves two people engaged in story telling (Lockwood relating the story
Nelly Dean has told him). This layering acknowledges that a listener (or reader) is
always present. The frame story is Brontë’s solution to the problem of “how to integrate
the telling without disintegrating the fiction, how to implicate a novel’s readers without
either placating or admonishing them by address” (Stewart 242). In her text, Brontë
interweaves any attitudes toward books and reading into the dialogue and actions of her
characters, making them more subtle for the real-world reader.
Both direct address and literary apostrophe have their origins prior to the
Victorian period and began to fade away with the intradiegetic reader or depicted scenes
of reading. Stewart maintains,
The eighteenth-century pioneers of prose fiction, by any number of flamboyant
ploys, peopled the novel with avatars of fictional attention, not infrequently with
individual personifications of its readers. The habit became generic. Populated
in this way with the image of its own increasing popularity, the novel in
Victorian hands consolidated these devices for engraining the reader. (7)
The depiction of scenes of reading could be a mutation of this direct address. By directly
addressing the reader, Trollope, Charlotte Brontë, and other authors can help guide and
instruct while simultaneously entertaining the real-world reader. As people became
more familiar and comfortable with print, they no longer needed to be reminded that
they were reading. Instead, reading turned into a plot device or plot action as a way to
tell or show how they should be reading.
Further, as novels became more popular, writers could turn to the simple device
of allusion, or referencing another work by name, in order to both situate their own work
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with or against other publications, and in order to remind the reader of the very act they
were performing. This aligns with Price’s analyses of the book-as-object. In some cases,
reading itself no longer needs to take place, but instead can become represented by a
physical text. Because the real-world reader would know that sensation fiction is “bad,”
and that histories are “good,” they could judge a character not by the direct
characterization offered by a narrator or another character, but instead by the indirect
messages being sent by that character’s reading material. The novel, then, serves two
functions: it serves as an example, a model upon which an individual can base their own
behaviors; and, it also provides a space for the reader to enact or imagine these
behaviors. At the same time that novels are grappling with the social changes around
them, providing a space for writers to work out these changes, they are also providing a
testing ground for the individual reader.

Conclusion: ‘Right’ Reading
Concerns over too much reading or not reading the “right” thing crossed educational,
class, and gender borders throughout the nineteenth century, and spilled onto the pages
of the Victorian novel. Embedded scenes of reading with intradiegetic readers became
places to untangle the threads of social identity, especially as it pertained to these
specific categories. Intradiegetic readers offered real-world readers both an escape from
their own lived reality and one of many exemplars for navigating the world.
Intradiegetic readers of novels, even more specifically, showed how this burgeoning
artform could be integrated into daily living, and what habits and ideals could be
extracted from its pages. The discussions surrounding novels in reviews and other
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publications helped to make value judgements about fiction commonplace to the point
where real-world readers could use their knowledge to gain insight into the messages
authors were sending about fictional people.
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CHAPTER 2

TYPES OF MALE READERS: A SURVEY

The person, be it gentleman or lady,
who has not pleasure in a good novel,
must be intolerably stupid.
–Henry Tilney, Austen’s Northanger Abbey
While the abundance of fictional works featuring female readers is made clear through
the scholarship in Chapter 1, it may be surprising to note that male reading characters
are not as abundant. When a novel does include a male reader, what he reads is generally
not fiction like his female counterparts. If male readers are not overwhelmingly depicted
as reading fiction, then what is their relationship to reading? This chapter builds on the
foundational questions introduced in Chapter 1 of who reads and what they read. It
provides a taxonomy of several types of male readers that appear in Victorian literature
before offering analyses of three novels with male characters who read. To be sure: there
are many minor male characters who we are told read, many of whom are discussed in
the

first

section,

“I.

Types of Male Readers.” What the three novels discussed offer are, instead, male
characters for whom reading plays an important character-building role, and include
fiction as part of the reading diet.26 Reading is mentioned directly and scenes of reading
are provided, as opposed to textual mentions of the fact that the character reads without

26

There is a long history of consumption-related metaphors of reading. Pamela K. Gilbert identifies
“two dominant metaphors of reading for the nineteenth century: reading as eating and reading as moral
or intellectual ladder-climbing,” adding “reading as sexual intercourse and reading as drug-ingestion,
both of which came particularly to apply to Victorian popular novels” as two additional metaphors (84).
See also Brantlinger, The Reading Lesson, chap.Introduction; and Klancher, chap.5.
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direct evidence. Alongside textual evidence, illustrations are examined in this chapter
to help untangle the messages each novel sends to the real-world reader about reading.
This chapter addresses the questions: what does it show and why does it matter that the
only balanced (akin to Harrison’s “right” reading discussed in Chapter 1) version of a
male reader we see comes in a children’s book? And, if reading was so prolific during
the period, why are there so few reading male protagonists pictured within the books
themselves?
The types of male readers catalogued in the taxonomy include male characters
who: act as guides for what women read, read traditionally masculine-coded texts
(newspapers, non-fiction), are authors or men of letters, and read for pleasure. Many of
these characters, however, occupy subordinate or supporting roles within the world of
the text. Since they are not protagonists, their functions as secondary characters dictate
the type and amount of information we receive about them. For example, Mr. Bennet in
Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (1813) is often shown in his library where he is
“always sure of leisure and tranquility” (Pride and Prejudice 49). We know that when
reading “a book [Mr. Bennet] was regardless of time,” as the narrator notes Mr. Bennet’s
occupation as reading on multiple occasions (Pride and Prejudice 9, 76) but because he
is a minor character compared to his daughter, Elizabeth, however, we are not privileged
with narrative space to see what, exactly, Mr. Bennet reads. While some supporting
characters read unidentified texts, many others are acknowledged as not reading
fiction—the type of writing on which this dissertation focuses because of the novel’s
ability to foster social discourse, as discussed earlier in Chapter 1. In these instances,
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the male characters’ standing as readers comes through ancillary textual details as
opposed to embedded scenes of reading.
The second half of this chapter brings us to examples of male readers who read
for themselves (as opposed to acting as guides) where their reading is directly
catalogued by their novel. These examples begin with traditional reading of non-fiction
texts for education, moving to an unbalanced blend of reading for pleasure and reading
for education, resolving with a balanced example of a character who reads both for fun
and for instruction. Beginning with Charles Dickens’s Little Paul Dombey in Dombey
and Son (1848), we find a novel that emphasizes reading traditional, non-fiction, and
informative texts; we do not see Little Paul read for fun, nor are we told that he does so.
As we move from Little Paul to William Makepeace Thackeray’s Arthur “Pen”
Pendennis in The History of Pendennis (1848), we see the addition of fiction into the
reading diet, playing an important role in Pen’s identity as an author, but forming a
disproportionate amount of his time. It is finally with Talbot Baines Reed’s Oliver
Greenfield in The Fifth Form at St. Dominic’s: A School Story (1881) that we see a male
protagonist who successfully navigates instructional reading or reading for education
while also taking pleasure in the occasional reading of fiction.27 Taken together, these
three examples suggest that, similar to arguments for and against women’s reading,
men’s reading in Victorian society should be balanced like any good diet: not
overworked by studying, not consumed by fiction, and not distracting the male reader
from his job or other purposes.

27

In their serial forms, Dombey and Son was published between 1846-1848, The History of Pendennis
was published between 1848-1850, and The Fifth Form at St. Dominic’s was published between 18811882.
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I.
Types of Male Readers
After searching many nineteenth-century novels28 for male readers, patterns
surrounding the roles male readers fulfill within texts begin to emerge. This section
categorizes these functions into several loose types based on what is depicted within the
novels surveyed. As mentioned, the groupings discussed here are 1) men who act as
guides for what women read (male reader-guide), 2) men who read traditionally
masculine-coded texts, 3) men who are authors, and, finally, 4) men who read for
pleasure. Although not necessarily independent of one another (one character could
occupy many categories, such as being an author and reading for pleasure, for example),
the categories help to take inventory of how and for what purpose men read within
Victorian novels.
Beyond the categorization of roles, most of these depictions illustrate reading in
one of three modes: reading for education, for pleasure, and for social awareness.29 Such
groupings stem from the literature on female readers, who are often identified as gaining
these benefits from their reading. Detailed in Chapter 1, Catherine Golden argues that
women could read to internalize depictions of appropriate etiquette or to receive

28

Like all studies, this dissertation was limited in scope by time and ability. I concentrated on novels
that are familiar to me as well as ones that other Victorian scholars suggested as containing potential
male readers. I then narrowed my search by looking for male characters who read fiction. Since this is
an understudied topic, there were no preexisting resources that index or categorize novels containing
male readers. Future studies into male readers would benefit from broadening the pool of investigated
literature.
29
Rita Felski offers four “modes of textual engagement” in her work Uses of Literature (14). Felski’s
categories are recognition, enchantment, knowledge, and shock. I have simplified my observations to
three categories, which can encompass, relate to, and work in conjunction with Felski’s: reading for
education is akin to reading for knowledge, reading for pleasure involves both enchantment and shock,
and reading for social awareness aligns with Felski’s definition of recognition.
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messages about social roles (social awareness), as well as to obtain an education
(Woman Reader, chap.1). Kate Flint explains further that in “the nineteenth century, as
in the eighteenth, gaining knowledge about the implications of one’s reading material,
and the methods to be adopted when reading, was frequently written about in terms of
the correct etiquette governing social introductions and interaction” (“Reading of Vanity
Fair” 253). Added to these functions of reading is a basic utility of reading as enjoyment
or reading for pleasure.
The fictional reader
(Representation)

Why s/he reads

Education

Pleasure

What s/he reads

Social
awareness

Fiction/Nonfiction

Poetry/Prose

What kind of
character is
s/he?
(Valuation)

How s/he reads

Absorbed

Quixotic

Semidetached

Critically

Figure 3. Representation/Valuation Flow Chart. Created by the author.

Like female characters, why and what male characters read can inform both their
characterization within the novel and how their personalities are portrayed to the realworld reader. Layers of meaning are associated with various character traits, and reading
as an aspect of a character’s identity is no different. I argue that why a character reads
works in conjunction with what they read and how they read to form a valuation to help
establish the type of character they are, which I have modeled into the flowchart above
(see Figure 3). I use the chart in this section to provide space for visual comparison
between and among characters of both genders, to show how this valuation works both
ways. The relationality that the real-world reader has with these characters is partially
informed by this valuation. If the protagonist is shown to be an uninformed, overly
emotional person based on their reading, would the real-world reader choose to identify
with them? Depictions of reading, as pointed to in the Introduction, can suggest
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“specific narrative models to be adopted or shunned or to be used as a point of
comparison” and/or “draw attention to what is involved in certain types of reading”
(Flint, The Woman Reader 255, 256). The men discussed in this section read many types
of material for a variety of purposes, all to varying ends. In the types of novels
investigated in this dissertation, for a male reader to achieve a successful resolution to
his plot usually involves marriage. (This chapter includes two obvious exceptions: Little
Paul Dombey dies as a young child, therefore never making it to marrying age, and the
schoolboy story of The Fifth Form similarly leaves its male characters before social
maturity.) Part of a character’s valuation includes whether he achieves this milestone,
which is helped, in part, by his status as a reader with a balanced diet.

Male Reader as Guide
The male reader acting as a guide is a figure who often occurs in novels that feature
female protagonists. In this role, the male reader helps instruct the protagonist on what
she should or should not be reading, either for educational or pleasure purposes, and
sometimes both. Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey (1817), Charlotte Brontë’s Shirley
(1849), and George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss (1860) offer exemplars of this figure.
Both Northanger Abbey and Shirley are marriage-plot novels, while The Mill on the
Floss is often considered a bildungsroman. All three texts make gestures toward what
would be considered a traditional ending—marriage—and reading is involved in this
plot trajectory. The women who read vary in their level of sophistication with regard to
how they understand alphabetic, written texts, and how they understand people as texts.
The male readers present in these novels use their own expertise—gained through
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formal education and lived experience—to shape the female readers’ behavior and
perceptions of reality. In these interactions, reading selection figures as a conduit for
successful marital relationships. The male guide’s own reading, whether assumed by
omission or actually depicted in the text, becomes incidental; the fact that a male
character indulges in a novel does not matter as much as the fact that he uses that pastime
as a way to connect with the female protagonist. Emphasis is placed on what texts he
can offer to the female as opposed to what texts he is reading for himself.
Henry Tilney (Northanger Abbey)
Why he reads
Education

Pleasure

What he reads
Fiction/Nonfiction

How he reads

Poetry/Prose

Semidetached

Critically

Valuation:
model reader
with
balanced
diet; male
reader-guide

Figure 4. Henry Tilney: Representation/Valuation Flow Chart. Created by the author.

Henry Tilney (Figure 4) from Austen’s Northanger Abbey is perhaps one of the
best-known male reader as guides in nineteenth-century fiction. As a novel that pokes
fun at the genre of Gothic fiction, Northanger Abbey is filled with scenes of reading.
Austen uses upstanding, intelligent Henry as an educator for protagonist Catherine
Morland’s misguided and quixotic reading practices. While Catherine views the realworld as a place where the fantasies found inside of Gothic fiction come true, Henry
reminds her of the separation between fact and fiction. In terms of what he reads, Henry
suggests both history books and novels as appropriate reading material, showing a
balance between educational or instructive and pleasure reading. He acknowledges
having read “all Mrs. Radcliffe’s works, and most of them with great pleasure” among
the “hundreds and hundreds” of novels he claims to have read himself (Austen,
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Northanger Abbey 86).30 The defender of a balanced reading diet, Henry proclaims that
“The person, be it gentleman or lady, who has not pleasure in a good novel, must be
intolerably stupid” (Austen, Northanger Abbey 86). Although the novel does not
explicitly state that Henry uses his connection with Catherine via reading as a ploy to
gain a wife, we can say that his reading is useful to that end (why he reads). Catherine
and Henry end the novel engaged to be married, helped in part by the common ground
they established through their discussions of various texts as a way to align their world
views.
Similarly, Shirley offers engaged couples as its resolution, where common
ground is likewise forged through the male guide’s framing of the female’s education.
Whereas Catherine and Henry Tilney meet in the social realm (Catherine is friends with
Tilney’s younger sister), Shirley Keeldar and Caroline Helstone meet brothers Louis
Gerard Moore and Robert Gerard Moore under different circumstances. Louis serves as
Shirley’s in-home tutor, having an official authoritarian role over Shirley’s education
during their early encounters. French poetry accounts for much of what we are told
Louis reads, and for what Louis and Shirley read together. He requests that she read
aloud to him to practice her French, and the result is “a simultaneous feeling…that their
enthusiasm had kindled to a glow, which the slight fuel of French poetry no longer
sufficed to feed; perhaps they longed for a trunk of English oak to be thrown as a Yule
log to the devouring flame” (C. Brontë, Shirley 413). Their relationship progresses after
Shirley is no longer Louis’s pupil, and the two meet as equals.

30

Ann Radcliffe is known for her Gothic novels, which involve the supernatural and suspense. Among
her most well-known, and often alluded to, novels are The Italian (1797) and The Mysteries of Udolpho
(1794) (“Ann Radcliffe”).
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For Caroline (Figure 5), her relationship with her cousin Robert also serves
educational purposes. She receives no formal education until she learns French from her
cousin Hortense, who is Robert’s sister. As she learns the language and encounters
difficult passages, Caroline would “carry her book to Robert in the counting-house, and
get the rough place made smooth by his aid” (C. Brontë, Shirley 66). In addition to
reading French texts together, the pair also reads Shakespeare’s Coriolanus aloud
together. The fact that Caroline’s reading is done in the company of her family, and
more specifically in the company of an older male, sanctions her activity. While Robert
(half-English, half-Belgian) insists that Caroline’s “whole attention to be fixed on [his]
accent” while he reads Shakespeare, he clearly holds the position of power in the scene
as the individual giving directions (C. Brontë, Shirley 78). Education is monitored by a
male authority figure who can ensure that energy and emotion are kept in balance so as
not to excite or overtax the female. Like Henry Tilney and Catherine, and Louis and
Shirley, Robert also becomes Caroline’s husband in the last chapter of the novel. His
aid in helping Caroline allows him (intentionally or not) to educate the mind of his wife
in a way that is compatible with his own. Each of these male reader-guides forms
common interests with the female protagonist through their shared reading. Reading
serves to educate a future wife, and to model appropriate home-life behavior, both of
which shape a future life of domesticity for the young female.
Caroline Helstone (Shirley)

Why s/he reads

What s/he reads

Education

Fiction/Non-fiction

Valuation: model reader
with balanced diet

How s/he reads

Guided by male

Critically

Figure 5. Caroline Helstone: Representation/Valuation Flow Chart. Created by the author.
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Different from Northanger Abbey and Shirley, The Mill on the Floss does not
end in marriage for the reading protagonist and her male reader-guides. George Eliot
provides two different examples of male readers in this novel: Philip Wakem and
Stephen Guest. As to why they read, Philip reads both for education and pleasure as a
way to fill his non-existent social life as a perceived outcast. Stephen, in contrast, has a
fulfilling social life and reads simply for pleasure. Both men, however, use their reading
to connect to the heroine of the novel, Maggie Tulliver, forging common ground with
her through books they have read while also providing reading recommendations to
Maggie. They both aim to use their reading, in part, to further their marital endings.
Philip tries to use reading as a way to connect with Maggie, and ultimately
control their friendship, but because Maggie is forbidden by her brother from
associating with Philip, this shared reading has detrimental rather than instructive or
romantic effects. In itself, Philip’s reading is fruitless; what he reads is a little bit of
everything, becoming master of none. As he tells Maggie: “I’m cursed with
susceptibility in every direction, and effective faculty in none…I care for classic
literature, and mediaeval literature, and modern literature: I flutter all ways, and fly in
none” (G. Eliot 341). Reading provides amusement, but Philip is no master of his
content, as he is a distracted reader. Like Philip, Stephen similarly uses his reading as a
method of connection, with equally disastrous results. Despite his attempts to
recommend heroines he thinks will appeal to Maggie—like Henry Fielding’s Sophia
Western from Tom Jones by way of demonstrating what he reads (G. Eliot 411)—the
romantic attachment he has with Maggie’s cousin, Lucy, makes his advances
unwelcome. In either case, the surrounding plot details block both men from using their
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mutual interest of books for romantic resolutions. Both Philip and Stephen’s reading
serve as unsuccessful avenues for reaching their individual goals of connecting with
Maggie, underscored by Maggie’s death at the end of the novel.
The five male readers mentioned here all perform supportive roles within the
worlds of their respective novels. Catherine, Shirley, Caroline, and Maggie are the main
characters of their texts, and the male readers exist in an attempt to highlight proper
reading material for female readers. Henry, Philip, and Stephen offer suggestions of
both historical and fictional reading material, while the brothers Louis and Robert
adhere to traditionally educational materials with some classical (non-popular)
literature, like Shakespeare, alongside these. Their choices offer a small glimpse into
the male characters, as their preferences and valuations of texts can be seen through
what they offer to the women. None of the men encourage excessive or extravagant
reading, and in fact Henry helps steer Catherine away from her quixotic
misinterpretations fueled by her early, unguided reading. All men enact the role of male
as guide in an attempt to encourage appropriate reading by female protagonists, which
is a balance of educational material with a side helping of fiction. Each novel reminds
the real-world reader of the subtexts for romantic relationships between each pair,
making reading a complex and important aspect of the relationships between characters.
Unlike male reader-guides, however, male characters I discuss in the next section who
read independently for education or pleasure outside of a marriage plot have less success
in being described as successful readers.
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Male Reader of “Traditional” Texts and Authors
This section moves toward male readers who read mostly independently from females
within their novels. Traditional male readers are those who read periodicals (like
newspapers), read for education, and could be classified as men of letters. Also included
in this section are male characters who write for a living, as the two are often connected.
The men who write for a living are producing reading material for the masses, and
themselves often read by way of gaining inspiration for their writing or for relaxation.
In these depictions, men who read for education adhere to reading non-fiction
and informative texts, like Thomas Hardy’s orphaned Jude Fawley in Jude the Obscure
(1895) or Dickens’s Little Paul Dombey. Jude’s efforts to read in order to better his
situation through education proves futile, as he finds admission to a nearby university
impossible. He reads whenever possible, including while driving a horse and cart,
attending to “the simpler passages from Caesar, Virgil or Horace, as the case might be,
in his purblind stumbling way” (Hardy 26). Jude attempts to teach himself Latin and
Greek through “simpler” passages but ends up “stumbling” through them for lack of
guidance and education. Jude’s aspirations are unattainable, and his misconception that
books offer a way into a new social position proves harmful to his family later in the
novel (see Figure 6).
Jude Fawley (Jude the Obscure)

Why he reads

What he reads

Education

Non-fiction

Valuation: male reader
of traditional texts;
cannot overcome
circumstances via
education

How he reads

Distracted

Unguided

Figure 6. Jude Fawley: Representation/Valuation Flow Chart. Created by the author.
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Jude the Obscure opens with a scene of Jude receiving a book as a gift from a
departing teacher, a teacher who is himself heading to the town of Christminster, a
known university town like Oxford. This scene sets the tone for the rest of Jude’s
journey to becoming an educated person through reading. The teacher tells Jude:
My scheme, or dream, is to be a university graduate, and then to be ordained.
By going to live at Christminster, or near it, I shall be at headquarters, so to
speak, and if my scheme is practicable at all, I consider that being on the spot
will afford me a better chance of carrying it out than I should have elsewhere.
(Hardy 4)
Jude’s aunt encourages this perception that books and reading are the key to gaining a
higher education, wondering why the teacher did not “‘take ’ee to Christminster wi’ un,
and make a scholar of ’ee… I’m sure he couldn’t ha’ took a better one. The boy is crazy
for books, that he is’” (Hardy 7–8). No matter how much he prepares for life at
university by gaining knowledge, Jude cannot overcome his working-class status to
enter the university. He receives a rejection from Biblioll College, itself a name that
combines both the real “name of Balliol College and biblio––‘book’” (Hardy, n.110).
The letter of rejection acknowledges the social divide Jude has tried to cross through his
own self-education. The master advises Jude: “judging from your description of
yourself as a working-man, I venture to think that you will have a much better chance
of success in life by remaining in your own sphere and sticking to your trade than by
adopting any other course” (Hardy 110). As a stonemason, Jude is expected to continue
in his trade rather than seeking advancement through education that was reserved for
wealthier classes. Despite the deep desire expressed by Jude throughout the book to
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attend university and move up socially through his new education, he cannot overcome
the prevailing social ideologies through reading alone.
Little Paul, on the other hand, attends school at his father’s insistence, and
struggles to attain mastery over his texts. Dombey senior has the monetary means to
send Little Paul to school, placing him in a different social position from Jude.
Nevertheless, in both cases reading is a form of education that the characters hope will
lead them into higher social standing. Little Paul, too frail for the literal and figurative
weight of the reading thrust upon him, does not live long.31 Another traditional male
reader includes Dickens’s Philip “Pip” Pirrip (Great Expectations, 1860). He is an
orphan like Jude, but finds himself with financial backing due to a ‘mysterious’
benefactor. Pip obtains an education through the funding of his benefactor in order to
raise himself from a lower-class status into the rank of “gentleman,” similar to Jude’s
designs. While we see both Jude and Little Paul read frequently, their education
arguably leads to their downfalls, rather than toward social advancement as hoped.
Obtaining an education by reading textbooks proves an unsuccessful way to learn to
navigate the world. Both Jude’s and Pip’s stories portray an ideological shift happening
during the period in terms of the potential for class mobility.
Because of the burgeoning working class, and the major shift toward a
production society, nineteenth-century England saw a shift in social structure. The idea
of the gentleman started to be applied to individuals beyond the traditional scope of the
term. As Robin Gilmour points out, “the man of noble birth, or of good family, was a
gentleman by right…, as was the Church of England clergyman, the army officer, [and]

Little Paul’s journey through education is discussed in detail below as one of the case studies for this
chapter (see the section “Little Paul Dombey: ‘Heavily’ Educated”).
31

70

the member of Parliament” (3). Toward the end of the century, however, “it was almost
universally accepted that a traditional liberal education at a reputable public school
should qualify a man as a gentleman, whatever his father’s origins or occupation”
(Gilmour 8). The once exclusive categorization conjures images of a landed elite (below
the aristocracy) with plenty of leisure time, since they did not work for a living, but who
spent that time “cultivat[ing] the style and pursuits of the gentlemanly life” (Gilmour
7). Furthermore, Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall explain that “[t]he young,
dependent, almost child-like wife was portrayed as the ideal in fiction, etchings, songs
and poetry. Such an image of fragility and helplessness enhanced the potency of the
man who was to support and protect her” (323). Based on this definition of the man’s
role as a supporter and protector of women, the gentleman would be viewed positively
as one who fulfills his familial and social duties. To extrapolate further, a man involved
in reading for education could be increasing both his knowledge and social status in
order to better support his family—a noble undertaking.
Thackeray’s The History of Pendennis offers a variation on traditional male
readers by providing Pen, a character who reads not only for education but also for
pleasure, and whose writing forms the diet of other readers. Pen’s dual position as an
educated gentleman and as a working author makes him an example of both the positives
and negatives of reading for education and writing for a living, qualities that intersect
and overlap.32 Unlike Jude and Pip, and yet similar to Little Paul, Pen’s family has been
saving for his education throughout his life. The Pendennis family is of “good” lineage,
according to Pen’s uncle, Major Pendennis, but is not wealthy (Thackeray, Pendennis

Pen’s situation is explored in relation to Little Paul and Oliver Greenfield in detail below (see the
section “Arthur Pendennis: Educated Author and Pleasure Reader”).
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3: 9). Pen’s frivolity while at university depicts education in a conflicting light, and Pen
takes up writing as a way to earn money. Because he is the hero of this bildungsroman,
Pen’s varied past as a reader marks his growth and does him no permanent disservice,
while his role as a writer raises questions. We see character growth based upon Pen’s
opinions about and interactions with books. Pen’s status as a writer, however, conflicts
with his social standing as a gentleman. The figure of the gentleman did not engage in
labor or pay “too visible an attention to business,” and working for a living would defy
both qualifications (Gilmour 7). George Gissing’s The Unclassed (1884) and New Grub
Street (1891) each grapple with the idea “that one needs no genius, talent, or exceptional
education to engage in this enterprise” of publishing by depicting male writers who
often see writing as an easy way to earn an income (as opposed to writing “seriously”)
(Brantlinger, The Reading Lesson 129). Unlike Pen, however, Gissing’s men represent
lower-class status positions.
Osmond Waymark and Julian Casti (The Unclassed) struggle to earn an honest
living through their writing. These men belong to the working class of society despite
their occupational aspirations to join the middle class. In New Grub Street, Edwin
Reardon—although a talented writer—also struggles to write anything of commercial
value while protagonist Jasper Milvain is content with writing to the public’s desires in
order to make a profit. While Edwin struggles with poverty, Jasper enjoys a comfortable
lifestyle through his wife’s inheritance. None of these male authors make a true living
through their writing, and their reading is overshadowed by their status as authors.
Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Sigismund Smith and Roland Lansdell (The Doctor’s
Wife, 1864) offer opposing interpretations of male authorship in contrast to Gissing’s
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unsuccessful literary artists. Smith writes sensation fiction, having penned “about halfa-dozen highly-spiced fictions, which enjoyed an immense popularity amongst the
classes who like their literature as they like their tobacco—very strong” (Braddon, The
Doctor’s Wife 11). He is “well paid for his work” and “contented” with his status as an
author of comfortable means (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 11). Smith is viewed without
derision in the world of the text, and his character supports the idea that “No wise man
or woman was ever the worse for reading novels. Novels are only dangerous for those
poor foolish girls who read nothing else, and think that their lives are to be paraphrases
of their favourite books” (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 30). He is contrasted with the
upper-class, minor poet, Lansdell, who reads fiction and poetry in addition to his having
the status of a published author.
While Smith occupies a place as a commentator not directly involved in the thick
of the sensation plot, Lansdell is at its heart alongside Isabel: he serves as her love
interest outside of Isabel’s marriage. Lansdell is “a young man with fifteen thousand a
year and nothing to do,” deficient in “veneration and conscientiousness” (Braddon, The
Doctor’s Wife 85). The narrator describes his life in unfavorable terms:
But at thirty Roland was nothing. He had dropped out of public life altogether,
and was only a drawing-room favourite; a lounger in gay Continental cities; a
drowsy idler in fair Grecian islands; a scribbler of hazy little verses about pretty
women, and veils, and fans, and daggers, and jealous husbands, and moonlit
balconies, and withered orange-flowers, and poisoned chalices, and midnight
revels, and despair; a beautiful useless, purposeless creature; a mark for
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manoeuvring mothers; a hero for sentimental young ladies,—altogether a
mockery, a delusion, and a snare. (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 140–41)
This short selection captures the derision with which the narrator views Lansdell, and
the attitude the real-world reader is meant to take toward him. Being “a lounger,” “a
drowsy idler,” “a scribbler,” “useless,” “purposeless,” “a mockery,” and a “delusion”
are not praiseworthy qualities. While none of these descriptors relate to his own reading,
Lansdell is called a “hero” in relation to his writing, but only for “sentimental young
ladies.” Since sentimental literature was often described as “a weak and feminine form
that would destroy the nation’s ability to create its own high literary culture,” being a
hero of such a form is an insult, rather than a compliment (Phegley, Educating 54).
Unlike the other novels mentioned in this section, The Doctor’s Wife points out the
dangers of reading indiscriminately and quixotically—whether prose or poetry, poking
fun at its own genre while it simultaneously entertains the reader.33
Even though the real-world reader may know that the males in these novels read
based on indirect characterization, we are not privy to their moments of reading, with
the exceptions of Jude, Little Paul, and Pen. The male authors mentioned here are not
helped on by their reading as the male reader-guides are, and instead face many
obstacles before meeting a variety of ends. While some end their novels with a
traditional marriage, others die or simply fade into the background as minor characters.
Section II scrutinizes arguments for and against reading in relation to male readers
whose reading forms a basis for characterization.

33

The genre of sensation fiction and its relationship to its own status as a form of fiction is discussed
further in Chapter 3, which focuses on two of Braddon’s texts, including The Doctor’s Wife. For further
reading on Braddon’s use of Smith’s character as a representative of sensation authorship, see Odden;
and, Flint, The Woman Reader, chap.10.
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Male Leisure Readers
Depictions of male readers who read fiction without also being authors are difficult to
find, which marks the ubiquitous nature of the male reader: he is assumed, and therefore
does not need to be mentioned directly or depicted. While Jane Austen’s texts appeared
much earlier than the majority of novels covered in this project, she nevertheless depicts
several male readers across her texts. In addition to the previously mentioned Mr.
Bennet (Pride and Prejudice) and Henry Tilney (Northanger Abbey), Fitzwilliam Darcy
(Pride and Prejudice) is a wealthy landowner and bachelor who reads a three-volume
novel only once in the text, but who also features in a discussion of books and the
importance of cultivating a library. Indirect characterization informs us that Darcy is
well educated, and he must have read books as part of his education. In addition, it is
likely that someone of Darcy’s means would have leisure time to read, especially given
that the one time we see him reading is identified as pleasure reading (Austen, Pride
and Prejudice 37). Because leisure reading was largely assumed and not depicted, it is
not a point dwelt upon at length. This example opens the question, if fiction is allowable
as reading material, is there a certain amount men should limit themselves to, as women
are suggested to? The lack of embedded scenes of reading, however, make Darcy an
interesting but unsuitable example for extended analysis in this study; Darcy’s assumed
reading does not explicitly factor into his characterization like other male protagonists.
Oliver Greenfield (Reed’s The Fifth Form) offers a bridge between those men
who read for pleasure and those who read for education. He exemplifies the answer to
the question invoked by the character of Darcy: is there a certain amount of fictional
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reading that is appropriate? Unlike Little Paul and Pen, taken from the Traditional Male
Reader and Author categories, Oliver’s character represents a balanced diet of reading
where his leisure reading comes only after the successful completion of his studies. He
neither reads too heavily for school nor too much for pleasure, discussed in Section II.
The subject of the third chapter, Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret (1862), finally
presents an adult male protagonist whose reading factors heavily into his
characterization. Lady Audley’s Secret promotes investigation into issues of class
through discussions of Robert Audley’s reading diet while also drawing attention to
what the male intradiegetic reads in terms of genre. Robert Audley shows what is at
stake if a male with a profession (as opposed to a man of leisure like Darcy) should
indulge in reading fiction, especially sensation. Robert’s reading is used to discredit his
soundness of mind, but his transformation into a dedicated lawyer and stalwart friend
cause Robert to be rewarded in the end.

The realist novels of Austen, Brontë, Eliot, Dickens, Hardy, Thackeray, and Gissing
seem to value traditional reading and traditional authorship more than other kinds of
reading, while sensation novels (represented by Braddon) by their nature allow space
for male characters to engage in a spectrum of reading and writing activity. Much seems
to be at stake in “incorrect” masculine reading: just as it would affect a woman’s
domestic duties by taking her time away from her home and family, reading novels here
threatens to prevent Robert from both performing his job and creating a home in the
first place. While the male reader-guides of Austen, Brontë, and Eliot are mentioned as
readers, their characterization is mutually dependent on the female protagonists of their
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novels. The same occurs in Dombey and Son with Little Paul, although with an
inversion: Little Paul’s older sister, Florence, acts as his guide in Little Paul’s pursuit of
reading for education, rather than Little Paul guiding her. The male authors, like
Gissing’s characters and Thackeray’s Pen, must deal with an additional layer of social
commentary where the profession of author was not viewed favorably at all levels of
society. Pen navigates his way through various modes of reading—reading for
education and for pleasure—while also practicing many instances of non-reading.
Although a character whose status as a student heavily influences his reading material,
Oliver Greenfield represents a picture of a male reader who finds more than education
and pleasure in texts by also gaining social awareness through his encounters with
reading.

II.
Example Male Readers: Dombey, Pendennis, and Greenfield
Dombey and Son, The History of Pendennis, and The Fifth Form represent
typical texts of the period both in terms of genre and their depictions of male characters’
reading in roles not central to the text. As representations of realist fiction and the
bildungsroman, the three works discussed here are primarily concerned with depicting
the growth of a central character through realistic and plausible (if not somewhat satiric,
in the cases of Dickens and Thackeray) descriptions. The characters here represent male
readers of traditional texts (Little Paul Dombey, Arthur Pendennis, and Oliver
Greenfield), male authors (Pen), and male leisure readers (Pen and Oliver) described
above, while also providing an inversion of the male reader-guide figure in Little Paul’s
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relationship with his sister Florence. Further, given the men’s young ages, these
examples can be seen as demonstrating the formative power of reading. I argue that
reading contributes to the characterization of each male reader, with both textual
examples and illustrations troubling the real-world reader’s expectations of the
characters’ relationships with reading. The illustrations especially show that books and
reading permeate the backgrounds of these stories. The novels are presented
chronologically for convenience, which also demonstrates a movement away from
reading solely for education with Little Paul, moving to an attempt at a balanced diet of
reading with Pendennis, and resulting in a balanced image of the male reader in Oliver.
The male reader’s success—however that is judged in the novel—depends upon his
ability to consume a balanced diet of reading, mixing educational texts with pleasure,
while not having too much of one or the other on its own.

Little Paul Dombey: ‘Heavily’ Educated
Little Paul Dombey (Dombey and Son)

Why he reads

What he reads

Education

Non-fiction

How he reads

Distracted

Valuation: male reader
of traditional texts;
cannot overcome
circumstances via
education

Guided by female
(sister)

Figure 7. Little Paul Dombey: Representation/Valuation Flow Chart. Created by the author.

While thematically concerned with domestic happenings and the relationships between
family members, Dombey and Son includes many references to education, reading, and
books. For Dombey Sr., books represent a key to an unencumbered future, suitable for
his young son. Dombey refers to himself as “far from being friendly…to what is called
by persons of levelling sentiments, general education. But it is necessary that the inferior
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classes should continue to be taught to know their position, and to conduct themselves
properly. So far I approve of schools” (Dickens, Dombey and Son 75). Dombey views
his son (Figure 7), by virtue of Dombey’s earned fortune in shipping, as occupying a
high social position in society and plans Little Paul’s future accordingly. He plans Little
Paul’s life before he is born and Little Paul’s education occupies great space in
Dombey’s mind immediately following the death of the first Mrs. Dombey, Little Paul
and Florence’s mother. The narrator informs us that “Mr Dombey had remained in his
own apartment since the death of his wife, absorbed in visions of the youth, education,
and destination of his baby son” (Dickens, Dombey and Son 27). Despite the gravity of
losing a spouse, Dombey’s attention becomes “absorbed” or consumed by potential next
steps to ensure his young son’s success. Education occupies one of three spaces in a
very short list of concerns, illustrating its importance to Dombey. It serves as the uniting
force between “youth” and “destination” for Little Paul’s life trajectory as planned by
his father. It supersedes other family matters in receiving attention during a trying time.
As Dombey Sr. prepares for his son’s christening, we again are shown the
prominence his son’s education takes in his mind. Here, the books in Dombey’s library
shed light on Dombey’s character. During Little Paul’s christening,
[Mr Dombey] stood in his library to receive the company…The books precisely
matched as to size, and drawn up in line, like soldiers, looked in their cold, hard,
slippery uniforms, as if they had but one idea among them, and that was a
freezer. The bookcase, glazed and locked, repudiated all familiarities. Mr Pitt,
in bronze, on the top, with no trace of his celestial origin about him, guarded the
unattainable treasure like an enchanted Moor. (Dickens, Dombey and Son 67)
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As a representation of Dombey’s character, the books demonstrate a feigned interest
and attention to education. They are “unattainable,” locked in a freezer-like bookcase,
sealed away from practical use—reading or otherwise.34 The books are valued based on
their designation as “treasure,” their value stemming not from the wealth of knowledge
that can be found inside of their texts, but instead, from the material value of the books
themselves.
Mentioned in the Introduction, books can facilitate meaning beyond being read.
One activity named by Leah Price, circulation, can create physical and metaphorical
connections between readers. The opposite is true for Dombey: books create distance as
they occupy space. They are not touched, never mind shared. The purposefully austere
and unobtainable books stand guard, “like soldiers,” in Dombey’s unused library.
Rather than “protecting [the books] from wear and tear,” the “glazed” windows and
“locked” doors keep out all intruders, from dust and sunshine to human hands and eyes
(Price, How To Do Things 8). Price comments further: “Cover and content, authenticity
and appearance: the language of insides and outsides makes any consciousness of the
book’s material qualities signify moral shallowness” (How To Do Things 3). There are
no connections made between readers because there are, or seem to be, no readers,
including Dombey himself. Unread books alert the real-world reader to the paradoxical
relationship Dombey has with education via reading, not undertaking it for himself but
believing it to be a way forward in society for his son. The appearance of having the
means to read—being able to own a library full of beautiful books—matters more than
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In later chapters, we see books used as objects to boost Little Paul on a chair so that he can see over
the tabletop. Dombey’s texts likewise could have had a variety of uses beyond being read. For a list of
fictionally depicted uses of books, see p. 13 of the “Introduction” for a discussion of Leah Price.

80

the content of the works for Dombey. Dombey’s relationship to books casts Little Paul’s
future education in dubious light, leaving the reader to wonder if Little Paul’s
relationship with books and education will be like that of his father’s.
Little Paul’s education, then, becomes the focus of several chapters within
Dombey and Son. It is through his attempts to gain knowledge that we see Little Paul
read. Although Dombey recognizes that Little Paul is “delicate” and not fit for public
school life, he fears that at the age of six, Little Paul is behind in his education (Dickens,
Dombey and Son 147). Rather than being “behind his peers,” Dombey feels his son
ought to be before them; far before them. There is an eminence ready for him to
mount upon. There is nothing of chance or doubt in the course before my son.
His way in life was clear and prepared, and marked out, before he existed. The
education of such a young gentleman must not be delayed. It must not be left
imperfect. It must be very steadily and seriously undertaken. (Dickens, Dombey
and Son 159–60)
Again, education is seen as the way to “eminence” that must begin at a very young age.
Little Paul is therefore sent to “the Doctor”—Dr. Blimber—who runs a private boarding
school for boys. Dr. Blimber’s school is described as a “great hot-house, in which there
was a forcing apparatus incessantly at work. All the boys blew before their time”
(Dickens, Dombey and Son 162). This system of management produces a result where
many of the boys become confused and incoherent from overwork. They are required
to memorize and recite their lessons, and Dickens uses a food and farming metaphor to
literalize the fruits of the boys’ labor. The boys produce “[m]ental green-peas,”
“intellectual asparagus,” and “[m]athematical gooseberries” no matter what their
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original “nature” (Dickens, Dombey and Son 162). These fruits, however, are deemed
“premature” without “the right taste about [them]… and they didn’t keep well”
(Dickens, Dombey and Son 162). Whatever is gained through reading for the sake of
memorization does not produce ripe specimens but instead yields a stilted, temporary
crop. The good supposedly obtained through reading instead is overrun by rote
memorization.
Before we see him engaging in his own reading, Little Paul is struck by the
Doctor’s personal method of reading. “There was something very awful in this manner
of reading” that disturbs Little Paul: “It was such a determined, unimpassioned,
inflexible, cold-blooded way of going to work” (Dickens, Dombey and Son 169). There
seems to be nothing pleasurable in the way Dr. Blimber reads a text, at least according
to the narrator who assumes Little Paul’s (a six-year-old) point of view. Little Paul does
not yet know what it is like to read as if for “work” like the Doctor, and views the
suspicious smile, knit brows, shaking head, and wry faces of the Doctor’s reactions to
his reading as “terrific” (Dickens, Dombey and Son 169). In fact, the Doctor acts as an
appropriate model for academic reading, visibly showing engagement with, and
understanding of, his text. His advanced understanding, however, is beyond Little Paul’s
introductory abilities, and instead marks something to which Little Paul can aspire.
Physical texts themselves also figure into Little Paul’s experience at school
without him having to open their covers. Once it is determined that “his eyebrows were
not much above the level of the table-cloth [when seated], some books were brought in
from the Doctor’s study, on which he was elevated, and on which he always sat from
that time– carrying them in and out himself on after occasions” (Dickens, Dombey and
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Son 177). Books prop Little Paul up to a height appropriate for eating, much like a
booster seat. What types of books or what is inside of the books is not important, but
rather their literal elevation of Little Paul (as opposed to metaphorical or mental
elevation through reading) makes them valuable.
When Little Paul finally undertakes his own studies, the weight of the task
literally overcomes him, and unlike the Doctor, Little Paul is generally confused by
what he reads. There is a comic scene where Little Paul attempts to carry a large stack
of books taller than himself that establishes Little Paul’s relationships with books:
Paul put one hand under the bottom book and his other hand and his chin on the
top book, and hugged them all closely, the middle book slipped out before he
reached the door, and then they all tumbled down on the floor…by dint of
balancing them with great nicety, Paul got out of the room, and down a few stairs
before two of them escaped again. But he held the rest so tight, that he only left
one more on the first floor, and one in the passage; and when he had got the main
body down into the school-room, he set off up-stairs again to collect the
stragglers. Having at last amassed the whole library, and climbed into his place,
he fell to work. (Dickens, Dombey and Son 183)
The “library” of books contains much knowledge, but each one slips out of his hands
despite his best efforts. Little Paul’s attempt to grip the books tightly in a physical way
mirrors his attempt to internalize the texts mentally. His reading progress is, at first, as
chaotic as his transport of the books. “When poor Paul had spelt out number two, he
found he had no idea of number one; fragments whereof afterwards obtruded themselves
into number three, which slided into number four, which grated itself on to number two”

83

(Dickens, Dombey and Son 184). Ideas “tumble” together and “escape” his
understanding frequently. While it is clear that Little Paul knows how to read by virtue
of his ability to “spell out” his lessons or decipher them, he is unable to manage the
information he finds within the books—something not accounted for in Dombey’s
educational scheme for his young son.
Little Paul spends time memorizing as much of his lessons as he can in
preparation for his first recitation, or recital of memorized information. After his first
recitation, Miss Blimber, his instructor, tells Little Paul: “You must take the books
down, I suppose, Dombey, one by one, and perfect yourself in the day’s instalment of
subject A, before you turn at all to subject B. I am sorry to say, Dombey, that your
education appears to have been very much neglected” (Dickens, Dombey and Son
(1970) 228). In response, Little Paul states he has been a “weak” child, which he
connects to his inability to immediately grasp what he has read (Dickens, Dombey and
Son (1970) 228). The expectation inherent in Miss Blimber’s chiding is that all children
of monetary means should begin schooling at a very young age. Little Paul attempts to
excuse himself due to his poor health, but he is still made to relearn the lessons after this
exchange. A few lines later, Miss Blimber addresses Little Paul’s assertion that he has
been “weak,” telling him: “you must begin to be strong. And now take away the top
book, if you please, Dombey, and return when you are master of the theme” (Dickens,
Dombey and Son (1970) 228).
Interestingly, this selection only appears in revised versions of Dombey and Son
(here represented by the 1970 Penguin edition);35 the 1848 edition does not address

According to “A Note on the Text” to the 1970 edition, “This edition follows 1867 on the whole; but
the errors of this edition have been corrected where necessary, and the correct reading of 1848 given
35
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Little Paul’s lack of formal schooling or his poor health but instead immediately
suggests he try reading the texts again. While one version hones in on the repetition
necessary to read for knowledge, the other emphasizes the relationship between strength
and an ability to be educated. In the 1848 copy, represented by the Penguin (2002)
edition, this section states: “You must take the books down, I suppose, Dombey, one by
one, and perfect yourself in the day’s installment of subject A, before you turn at all to
subject B. And now take away the top book, if you please, Dombey, and return when
you are master of the theme” (Dickens, Dombey and Son 184). The revised version
inserts more pointed directions that both Little Paul and the real-world reader could
follow for engaging in reading for education: start first with one book, read through it,
and then turn to the next one. This scene “draw[s] attention to what is involved in certain
types of reading,” namely reading for education as Little Paul is an example of a male
reader of traditional texts (Flint, The Woman Reader 256). Although Dombey and Son
itself was not a work pursued for traditional education during its original publication, it
nevertheless draws the reader’s attention to multiple types of texts and the fact that
differing protocols exist for interacting with these texts. Little Paul serves as a warning
of potential consequences for an unbalanced diet of reading.36

instead” (35). The “Appendix” to the same edition also explains, “This edition of Dombey and Son
includes many of the passages which Dickens cancelled at the proof stage of the book…because of the
space restrictions imposed by serial publication” (977).
36
To be sure, more could be said about the comment on the state of education in England vis-à-vis
Dickens’s depictions of private schooling. In addition to Arnold, Newman, and Ruskin mentioned in n.
24, see also Trollope for a 19th century perspective on education. For scholarship on the topic, see
Birch; Gargano; Richardson; and Rose, “Education.”
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Figure 8. “Paul’s Exercises.” By Hablot Knight Browne (“Phiz”), reproduced in Dickens, Charles. Dombey and
Son. Edited by Andrew Sanders, Penguin, 2002, p. 188.

Despite the fact that an entire chapter is dedicated to “Paul’s Education,” the
original illustrations that accompanied the 1848 text do not provide a glimpse into Little
Paul’s endeavors. The image titled “Paul’s Exercises” (Figure 8) offers a surprising
subject: rather than showing Little Paul studying, we instead see his sister, Florence, in
his place. Where we would expect to see a male reader, instead we are offered a female
substitute, reversing the male reader as guide type. Although Dickens did not illustrate
his own texts as we will see with Thackeray, “Dickens’s careful collaboration with
Browne over more than two decades—during which he selected scenes to be illustrated,
sent instructions as to characters’ gestures and clothing, and demanded revisions to
sketches (Cohen, Charles Dickens, 64)—suggests his perception of illustration as
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central to his fiction” (Leighton and Surridge, The Plot Thickens 15).37 Because Little
Paul’s education is so important to the novel, it warrants the attention of an illustration.
In this image, Florence stoops diligently over an open text, pen poised to complete
exercises by candlelight, which itself is poised on top of a pile of books. There are also
papers strewn about the table alongside half open books, as well as books on the floor.
Her companion, Miss Nipper, sits slumped over in a chair, apparently sleeping, with a
book dropped beside her on the floor. Little Paul is nowhere to be seen, despite the title
of the image focusing specifically on him. The coordinating passage explains that
“Florence tried so hard to be a substitute for one small Dombey, that her fortitude and
perseverance might have almost won her a free right to bear the name herself” (Dickens,
Dombey and Son 187). Acting as the guide for her brother, Florence “showed him all
that was so rough, made smooth,” helping to keep Little Paul “from sinking underneath
the burden which the fair Cornelia Blimber piled upon his back” (Dickens, Dombey and
Son 187, 189). Unlike the earlier examples of male reader-guides who ultimately have
marriage as a goal of their reading-mediated interactions with female characters, here
we have a brother and a sister pair. The textual combination of the illustration with the
image title along with the in-text narration makes clear that Little Paul is not the scholar
or son that Dombey hopes for, but that Florence repeatedly tries to make up for Little
Paul’s shortcomings.38

For further discussion of the illustrations in Dombey and Son, see Catherine Golden’ Serials to
Graphic Novels. Golden offers readings of two images from Dombey and Son that are not discussed
here (Serials to Graphic Novels 60–64).
38
For further discussion of the relationship between Dombey Sr. and Florence, see: Armstrong; Golden,
Woman Reader; and Golden, Serials to Graphic Novels.
37
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Instead of the male reader-guide, we find a female reader-guide—a figure not
often found in Victorian fiction. One possible explanation depends upon the role each
character plays within the story. Despite being named in the title, Little Paul is not the
protagonist of the text. His struggles with education are meant to underscore Florence’s
status as protagonist, despite her father’s best efforts to ignore her. Dinah Birch draws
a helpful comparison between Little Paul and Florence in terms of their educations,
which extends to their abilities to read for education. She states, “Little Paul Dombey,
thoughtful but fragile, cannot cope with the demands of Dr Blimber’s academy in
Dickens’s Dombey and Son (1848). The education of his sister Florence is neglected,
though she is seen to be more robust in every way” (Birch 345). Little Paul’s inability
to flourish at school, as shown through his confusion in his readings, allows for a
positive valuation of Florence’s worth as a sister and as a daughter—central to this story
of familial struggles.
For the figure of the male reader, the presence of a female reader-guide has
multiple implications. On one hand, it suggests that all readers require guidance in their
pursuits. On the other, the relationship between the two characters (sister and brother)
sends a more traditional message: women were often designated as school teachers for
young children, and we see an older sister helping her younger sibling as he struggles
to learn his lessons. The stereotype of the female teacher prevents us from seeing
Florence’s guidance as somehow negative or interfering with Little Paul’s education.
Instead, Little Paul’s guided reading underscores Florence’s characterization as
benevolent, giving, and compassionate. Had Paul been a family friend or a stranger—
like Henry Tilney/Catherine Morland, for example—perhaps the novel’s message about
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the relationship between a reader and a guide could complicate more prominent themes
found in the genre as a whole, but the lack of marital promise or romance between the
two characters keeps it within the limits of familial relations.
Dombey and Son demonstrates incorrect types of reading along with
unproductive ideas about education. Dombey means for his son to take over the family
business, and therefore sends Little Paul to be educated, regardless of the child’s own
ability or propensity for schooling. Little Paul’s frail health also influences his aptitude
for learning. He gets on poorly in his lessons due to both his inability to exert sustained
effort and his lack of background knowledge about his subjects. In order to help
facilitate his education, Florence, who is herself an avid reader, undertakes to help Little
Paul learn his lessons. Surprisingly, the male reader’s struggles provide an opportunity
for positive characterization of the female protagonist, reversing the previously seen
male reader as guide trope.

Arthur Pendennis: Educated Author and Pleasure Reader
Arthur "Pen" Pendennis (The History of Pendennis)

Why he reads

Education

Pleasure

What he reads
Fiction/Nonfiction

How he reads

Poetry/Prose

Absorbed

Non-reading

Valuation: male
reader of
traditional texts
& author;
demonstrates
non-reading

Figure 9. Arthur "Pen" Pendennis: Representation/Valuation Flow Chart. Created by the author.

Moving from Little Paul to Pen, we are faced with a male protagonist who figures as an
avid reader (both for pleasure and for education) and as an author (Figure 9).
Thackeray’s Pendennis fits the bill as a novel full of scenes of reading both in terms of
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textual content and illustrations. Pen reads for education as part of his studies at
Oxbridge and for pleasure. The written material depicted in the novel includes letter
correspondence (typical of the period), newspapers, journals, school books, novels for
pleasure, and Pen’s own book, Walter Lorraine. Leighton and Surridge assert that
“Thackeray’s illustration of many of his own texts indicates that he saw illustration as
intrinsic to the novelist’s art” (The Plot Thickens 15). Like Dombey, Pendennis relies
on visualizations of reading as well as textual representations to characterize male
readers in the novel. There are dozens of smaller illustrations, like illuminated letters or
quarter-page illustrations, in addition to the indexed illustrations (of which there are
49).39 Published in monthly installments from 1848 to 1850, there are at least 30 images
throughout Pendennis that contain reading material of some sort, including newspapers,
open books, and closed books.
What is more, the original illustrations were drawn by Thackeray himself. While
many authors, like Dickens, gave up creative control of images to an outside illustrator,
Thackeray had direct control in determining the images that would appear alongside
various sections of his story: “As illustrator of his own works, Thackeray saw the
relation between image and text as a self-conscious dialogue” (Fisher 61). Thackeray
chooses not to illustrate instances where Pen is reading, despite the many allusions
within the text itself to his doing so. Any inclusion of reading material can be said,
therefore, to be an intentional, integral, and complimentary part of the novel as a whole,
to the story it tells, and to how Thackeray tells it.

39

I tallied these figures based on the images existing in the compiled Volumes I and II published by
Charles Scribner’s Son’s (1911), The History of Pendennis; His Fortunes and Misfortunes, His Friends
and His Greatest Enemy ... with the Author’s Illustrations. The “List of Illustrations” accompanying the
bound edition lists 25 illustrations by name with pagination (Pendennis xix–xx).
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According to Judith Fisher, “The nature of the dialogue between text and image
varied…the illustrations add metaphorical comment, extend the story, alert the reader
to significant patterns, and supply visual types for the characters” (61). She cites
Pendennis as one text where the illustrations “create alternative story lines, presenting
countervoices to Thackeray’s narrations,” allowing the reader to “mov[e] between word
and image…shar[ing] the narrator’s ability to manipulate the story” (Fisher 61, 62). This
extradiegetic relationship, where the images introduce “elements that are outside those
described in the letterpress” or typed text, allow the images to “function less to unlock
what is in it than to galvanize the reader’s own interpretive abilities” (Leighton and
Surridge, The Plot Thickens 30; Fisher 61). By the end of a Thackeray novel, a
process of reading and seeing [has] evolve[d] that compels readers to endlessly
revise what they have read and seen. Readers become aware of the interpretive
strategies they apply to create stable stories and thus realize how much ‘story’
depends upon interpretation. The tension between image and text constantly
warns readers about the danger of self-deception—their own as well as the
characters. (Fisher 72)
By not depicting Pen reading—something acknowledged directly by the print text
itself—the illustrations encourage the real-world reader to consider other possibilities
for reading material.
Early in Pendennis, we learn that Pen enjoys the act of reading. The narrator
informs us, “He never read to improve himself out of school-hours, but, on the contrary,
devoured all the novels, plays, and poetry, on which he could lay his hands” (Thackeray,
Pendennis 3: 23). Pen leaves his studies at school, and indulges in extensive pleasure
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reading once home. As he grows up, we see Pen refer to his “books [as] his old friends”
when he arranges them on the shelf at Oxbridge (Thackeray, Pendennis 3: 264). He does
not, however, continue this reading, either for pleasure or academics, much into his early
career at Oxbridge or beyond. He “promised his mamma not to sit up reading too late
of nights” when he first arrives, but by the next chapter, Pen lies to his mother about
reading: “One Easter vacation, when Pen had announced to his mother and uncle his
intention not to go down, but stay at Oxbridge and read, Mr. Pen was nevertheless
induced to take a brief visit to London in company with his friend Mr. Bloundell”
(Thackeray, Pendennis 3: 267, 3: 291). He does not attain distinction at school, even
though his friends find his writing and poetry entertaining. Instead, Pen publishes his
poetry “at his own expense, and distributed in gilt morocco covers amongst his
acquaintance” (Thackeray, Pendennis 3: 277). When he does win one prize for
declamation, which involves memorization and recitation, Pen receives “a set of prizebooks begilt with the college arms, and so big, well-bound, and magnificent”
(Thackeray, Pendennis 3: 280). The narrator describes how the books appear, not what
is inside of them to demonstrate Pen’s evolution. No longer is Pen reading; he pays
more attention to the exterior of the texts than their content. The opulence also suggests
that books speak volumes about their owners, as we saw with the cold and encased texts
of Dombey, rather than their writers.
When Pen falls dangerously ill, his mother and adopted “sister” (later, wife),
Laura, come to nurse him. During this period, we witness growth in Pen’s character as
demonstrated by the reports we receive regarding his library. Pen and Warrington’s
rooms have “an aspect cheerless enough,” with “Warrington’s old bookcase and
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battered library, [and] Pen’s writing-table with its litter of papers” (Thackeray,
Pendennis 4: 179). Pen shares Warrington’s “small library of law-books, books of
poetry, and of mathematics… and some battered volumes of Plato” (Thackeray,
Pendennis 3: 456). These “battered” texts contrast directly with earlier descriptions we
receive of Pen’s taste in books. He is described as having an appreciation for “rare
editions, and…beautiful bindings…tall copies, and gilding, and marbling, and blindtooling” (Thackeray, Pendennis 3: 273). The fact that the books are battered, indicating
repeated usage and handling, suggests that the owners of the books have gotten utility,
whether through access to knowledge or entertainment, out of their books.
Compared to Dombey’s rows of carefully aligned, never opened soldiers, Pen’s
books show tactile engagement through handling, which invites the promise of mental
engagement as well: the texts may have been read in addition to the fact that the books
themselves were handled. The books also speak of a change in Pen. Price suggests that
“the ideal reader [is] binding-blind and edition-deaf,” and Pen’s use of the “battered”
texts marks his maturation to a more serious reader from the frivolous boy who once
only cared for showy exteriors (How To Do Things 7). In addition, they offer further
characterization of Pen and his roommate, by calling into question the financial stability
of their owners. Despite Pen’s successfully published novel, he makes money with
difficulty in his career as an author and does not have the funds available to procure
showy volumes or numerous volumes for his pleasure reading. In addition to
demonstrating character growth, the perils of publishing are clear to both characters and
readers through the description of the shared library.

93

Figure 10. “Pen pursuing his law studies.” By Thackeray himself, in Thackeray, William Makepeace. The History
of Pendennis; His Fortunes and Misfortunes, His Friends and His Greatest Enemy ... with the Author’s
Illustrations. Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1911, p. 452.

Despite the extensive use of books alluded to by this scenario, we do not see
Pen actively engaged in reading these texts in the accompanying images. In the image
“Pen pursuing his law studies” (Figure 10), we would expect to see Pen reading or
engaging with books in some way, as studying law might require. Instead, the image
shows a gentleman in the foreground (Pen) seated in a comfortable chair in front of a
fire, smoking a cigar, with an open book on the ground near his feet. His companion,
Warrington, is likewise seated and smoking, not reading. Books on a shelf are
sketched toward the top of the image, indicating that more reading materials exist in
the apartment but are not in use. This image plays on the ideas offered by Price, where
94

“other verbs interpos[e] in the place where we would expect ‘to read’ to appear”
(“Reader’s Block” 47). Rather than reading, which is often a gateway activity for
studying, Pen is “pursuing,” according to the image’s caption. Where we might expect
Thackeray to show Pen hunched over a desk or in some other posture actively
engaging with a book, we find another instance of non-reading. Instead of acting as an
example of a traditional male reader or a male leisure reader, Pen is a non-reader. The
caption can be seen as tongue-in-cheek based on what we know about Pen’s legal
career: it does not get far off the ground. The placement of the open book on the floor
demonstrates Pen’s disinterest in what he studies, physically lowering this profession
below Pen’s desires for pleasure (smoking, sitting, talking). Since the book is open, we
can assume that someone, perhaps Pen, opened it, but its degraded position on the
floor marks Pen’s disinterest in its contents. Instead of having the book resting on a
table, Warrington uses the table as a seat despite the open chair behind him.
The discord between what we might expect to see in the illustration based on
its caption and what is actually depicted highlights the “tension between image and
text [that] constantly warns readers about the danger of self-deception—their own as
well as the characters” mentioned earlier (Fisher 72). The real-world reader can see
that no “studies” are being undertaken. Combined with a knowledge that legal
professions require extensive knowledge, gained through academic reading, the realworld reader is alert to Pen’s eventual failing as a lawyer. The non-detailed style of the
image makes it impossible for us to know what type of book lay open on the floor;
perhaps it is a legal book, or perhaps it is a piece of fiction. Regardless of its genre, the
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unread book emphasizes the fact that things may not always be what they seem,
encouraging the real-world reader to engage critically with the illustrations.
For a novel concerned with publishing and writing as major tropes, it is
perhaps surprising that novels themselves do not factor more heavily into Pendennis.
We are told that several female characters read novels (Blanche Amory’s reading of
French novels quickly signals her status as an untrustworthy character), yet Pen’s
Walter Lorraine is the only novel discussed as it relates to male characters who read.
Pen’s uncle, Major Pendennis, refuses to read Walter Lorraine many times, while his
mother and cousin/future wife read it anxiously. Since writing Walter Lorraine is a
large force in Pen’s character development, why is it not discussed more? The mimetic
representation by one author of another author writing the same type of text must be
worth mentioning?
In The Reading Lesson: The Threat of Mass Literacy in Nineteenth-Century
British Fiction (1998), Patrick Brantlinger argues, “The inscription of antinovel
attitudes within novels is so common that it can be understood as a defining feature of
the genre; accordingly, any fictional narrative which does not somehow criticize,
parody, belittle, or otherwise deconstruct itself is probably not a novel” (The Reading
Lesson 2). In Thackeray, “novel-reading is treated with ironic suspicion, as the sort of
activity that only foolish, self-indulgent, or otherwise not exactly praiseworthy
characters engage in,” but even Brantlinger himself limits this “suspicion” specifically
to “novel-reading”: other types of reading are not accounted for (The Reading Lesson
14). The newspapers, miscellaneous educational, legal, poetic, and fictional texts are
presented and then forgotten. The conspicuous absence of an extended discussion of
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Walter Lorraine perhaps invites the real-world reader in for self-reflection. As we read
a novel ourselves (Pendennis), we must make sure our reading practices are not
“foolish” or “self-indulgent.”

Figure 11. “Mr. Pen begins to be consoled.” By Thackeray himself, in Thackeray, William Makepeace. The History
of Pendennis; His Fortunes and Misfortunes, His Friends and His Greatest Enemy ... with the Author’s
Illustrations. Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1911, p. 348.

We are finally offered an image of Pen engaging with printed material in the
illustration “Mr. Pen begins to be consoled” (Figure 11). In contrast to “Pen pursuing
his law studies,” this illustration shows Pen holding reading material and potentially
reading for himself, despite the caption’s lack of immediate relationship to the act of
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reading. Standing near a piano, the analogous text describes how, “Sometimes Mr. Pen
joined in these concerts [put on by Laura and Blanche], or oftener looked sweet upon
Miss Blanche as she sang” (Thackeray, Pendennis 3: 349). Here, the image is iterative
in that it “refers to events that occur regularly: these [types of images] are the narrative
equivalent of the imperfect verb tense, the expression of a habitual event or state”
(Leighton and Surridge, The Plot Thickens 26). While Pen’s action takes place many
times, as denoted by the adverb “sometimes,” there are multiple possibilities to
explain Pen’s relationship to reading and printed material in this depiction. He could
be holding sheet music in order to “join in” the singing. Or, he could be holding a
newspaper, a cover for his stolen glances at “Miss Blanche as she sang.” In either
case, the illustration shows Pen not looking at the papers in his hands, but instead at
Blanche, and serves as a conduit for their relationship: if Pen holds music, he is
engaging in the same activity alongside Blanche; if he holds a newspaper, he uses the
newspaper as a shield so that he does not appear to be staring immodestly at Blanche.
Reading material again figures as an aid for the male reader in his pursuit of a female
companion.
In the two images discussed, Pen is not reading when he ought to be (Figure 10)
or when he purports to be (Figure 11). By providing the real-world reader with
illustrations of these instances, the novel reminds us that—much to Leah Price’s point—
reading may not always be what it seems. Despite the textual evidence pointing toward
Pen’s status as a male who reads both for education and for pleasure, potential scenes
of reading instead demonstrate alternate ways to interact with texts. Books can stand in
as decorations when unread, or they can create distance between people. Pen’s growth
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from a boy who reads for pleasure instead of pursuing his studies, to a young man who
continues to do the same, demonstrates that although he may have the inclination to read
fiction, Pen’s character is imbalanced in his overall approaches to reading.

Oliver Greenfield: School Boy

Figure 12. The Boy’s Own Paper heading image in The Boy’s Own Paper, vol. IV, no. 146, October 29, 1881.

Talbot Baines Reed’s The Fifth Form at Saint Dominic’s offers a final example
of a male character who reads for a variety of purposes, and reads fiction only in his
spare time. Before we begin the journey into The Fifth Form’s text, the publication’s
declared purpose and header deserve attention, as they factor directly into the real-world
reader’s reading of the serial installments. The header illustration (Figure 12) is the first
item a real-world reader would see of the periodical, alerting them not only to which
edition of the paper they were holding, but also to the types of subjects they could expect
to encounter within its pages. The Fifth Form originally appeared in The Boy’s Own
Paper (1879-1967),40 an illustrated journal started by the Religious Tract Society that

40

The Fifth Form was published serially between 1881-1882. I am using the single volume edition of
the text released in 1890 by the Religious Tract Society for quotations and page references, while
individual issue citations are given for illustrations. In the single volume edition of the text, all 38 pages
of original illustrations (some pages have more than one illustration inset) are not kept. Instead, it
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was deemed “the most articulate and influential” of late nineteenth-century children’s
periodicals, reaching “weekly sales of 200,000, mainly on the strength of school stories
by Talbot Baines Reed” (Dunae 107; Rose, “Education” 44). According to Patrick
Dunae, “The Boy’s Own Paper [BOP]…redirected the spirit of the penny dreadfuls into
acceptable channels. The heroes of the BOP did not oppose the agents of authority or
the symbols of social order” but instead helped encourage piety and national identity
(108). The title illustration is in keeping with the publication’s aims: it is described as
“An Illustrated Weekly Journal, comprising Tales, Sports, Pastimes, Travel, Adventure,
and a variety of Amusement and Instruction” (“The Boy’s Own Paper” 27). The image
shows a book laying on the grass, surrounded by sporting equipment and a few animals,
representing several of the categories described in the journal’s tagline. The central
location of the book makes it a prominent feature in the image. The collection of items
echoes back to the reader their own interests, as many boys would likely participate in
sports, keep pets or hunt, and were already engaged in pleasure reading by virtue of their
perusal of The Boy’s Own Paper. The periodical relies on its readership for continued
success, and subtly encourages its readers by the self-referential nature of the image.
Oliver Greenfield (The Fifth Form)

Why he reads

Education

Pleasure

What he reads

Social
awareness
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Prose
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Figure 13. Oliver Greenfield: Representation/Valuation Flow Chart. Created by the author.

features 15 of these pictures, some from the main illustrations and some from the inset illustrations. Of
the original 38, 16 feature reading material either as the main image or as an inset image. Two depict
writing, and only 5 show a male reading.
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The story itself follows the adventures of boarding school life for several young
men, including Oliver Greenfield (Figure 13). Reading for education takes place, as
expected, while pleasure reading often occurs in passing, or is purposefully
subordinated to reading for education. In addition, the creation and reading of a school
newspaper offers lessons in social literacy for many of the students involved. With
Oliver, we see him reading for pleasure once. As one student walks by Oliver’s study,
he sees Oliver “sitting in his armchair, with his feet upon the mantelpiece, laughing over
a volume of Pickwick till the tears came” (Reed 281). Not only are we told that Oliver
is relaxing based on his posture, the narrator goes so far as to include a direct reference
to Dickens’s The Pickwick Papers to alert us to what Oliver reads. This instance is
different than the reading of many characters mentioned earlier, where we know that
they read, but are not provided with details as to what is being read. Up to this point in
the novel, we have only seen Oliver studying school subjects. He studies steadily for
the Nightingale Scholarship, which features a written examination on various subjects.
The scene that describes Oliver reading Pickwick takes place at school, where we would
expect Oliver to be studying for class or the exam. His studies extend into his leisure
time, as we see him reviewing material in bed and at home (Reed 192, 213). He reads
during school vacation, where we would expect to see leisure reading like Pickwick
instead of school material. Instead, we are told Oliver “announced [to his family] that
he must study at least two hours a day in prospect of the Nightingale Scholarship
examination” when he arrives home for vacation (Reed 178). Oliver studies in bed
where he instead should be sleeping, and studies for an exam instead of relaxing at home
or reading for pleasure outside of school.
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These inversions of expectations key the real-world reader into the types of
reading that require the most energy and focus. Reading fiction, including Charles
Dickens, is allowed and encouraged by this scene as part of a regular occurrence in the
boy’s school life. It is only because he studies so hard academically, however, that
Oliver can take the time to read for enjoyment or for stress relief when he may otherwise
be studying. His leisure reading is a reward for, rather than a replacement of, all of
Oliver’s hard work studying, which we see pay off by his success on the exam. One
type of reading is subordinated to the importance of the other—a lesson that all readers
would likely need to learn.
This scene of reading works in tandem with the “dear reader” address that is
peppered throughout the novel. Because this text comes near the end of the century
(1881-2), I expected to find no trace of a direct address. Instead, we find several: the
narrator speaks to the generic “reader,” the “profound reader,” “my readers,” and to the
“righteous reader” throughout the story (Reed 15, 37, 191, 307). Many of these
addresses are used to direct the real-world reader’s attention to certain information or
plot points—such as the “profound reader” who will have, of course, “made the brilliant
discovery” about a new character—rather than applying to a scene of reading directly
(Reed 37). By addressing the real-world reader at various points, The Boy’s Own Paper
teaches its reader how to read a leisure periodical. Given the fact that a wide portion of
its readership were children, the multiple inclusions of the “dear reader” direct address
make sense as the paper saw itself as a tool for encouraging proper reading among
children. It encourages the “noblest manliness and Christian honour” of its readers “not
so much as by precept as by example—by providing really entertaining reading that
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shall prove food, not poison—the stimulant to high endeavour, and not the allurement
to ribaldry and vice” (“The Society’s New Journal for Boys” 3). This project continues
through in both text and pictures, as many of the students turn their attention to creating
school newspapers.

Figure 14. “The usual rush and scramble ensued.” The Boy’s Own Paper, vol. IV, no. 142, Oct. 1881, p. 1.

While Oliver’s attention diverts to pleasure reading only after his academic
studies are completed, the boys below him in class year are shown discussing, writing,
and reading leisure texts frequently. The Fifth form boys exercise their literary talents
by writing and producing their own periodical called The Dominican. Rather than
offering any instructive knowledge, The Dominican satirizes the other boys and classes
in the school through fictious interpretations of people and events. Doctor Senior, the
headmaster, praises the literary endeavor and encourages the editor to use the paper to
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“unite all the boys in common cause for the good of Saint Dominic’s” (Reed 172). While
the Doctor recognizes that a certain amount of rivalry among the class years is
inevitable, he nevertheless encourages the boys to unite under their commonalities as
members of the St. Dominic’s community, utilizing their reading to accomplish this.
This is not the students’ goals for the paper, however. Boys from the Fourth,
Fifth, and Sixth classes mix together to read the amusing articles in the hallway where
the magazine is posted (Figure 14). The lower ranks are particularly excited for the
publication, marked by the “small tribe of furious juniors who as usual had crowded
round the paper on the morning of publication to get ‘first read’” (Reed 263). Social
literacy and classism are encouraged by the paper, as the younger boys must navigate
through the truths and exaggerations of the work. We see them sounding out words at
the level of basic literacy, while also attempting to comprehend larger implied or
couched messages (Reed 263–64). They wonder, for example, at the truth of a supposed
rule stating that Guinea-pigs and Tadpoles (the names of their own Fourth form factions)
could be used as bed “warming-pan[s]” for the older boys (Reed 263). While reading
aloud together has the immediate effect of creating a literary community, which serves
to provide social awareness as they navigate the multiple meanings around them, the
content of the paper serves to drive a wedge through this community, and scatter the
readers as they each lick their metaphorical wounds. For the real-world reader, who was
likely also a child or young adult based on the readership for The Boy’s Own Paper, this
scene provides a warning that not all reading is beneficial or comfortable, and that
discernment is necessary when deciphering the messages we gain from our reading
materials.
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While The Fifth Form take place within the school setting, we nevertheless see
incidents involving more than students’ pleasure or non-school reading, including
instances of social literacy being acquired as students learn more than rote memorization
of the classics in school. The lessons learned outside of the classroom are just as
important as the academic knowledge students obtain during their tenure at an
institution. Children’s books serve as entertaining depictions of a child’s school
experience, acting not only as instructive morality tales for their child readers, but also
as mirrors reflecting an intricate network of cultural ideology—especially regarding
what to read and how much of it to be successful—at work under their happy endings.

Conclusion: Formative Reading
Interestingly, these three examples present adolescent male readers, rather than adult
male readers. Little Paul dies at the age of six, and therefore does not have much time
to complete an education or read for fun, and although Pen matures throughout the
course of his novel, he nevertheless suffers several setbacks before his bildungsroman
is (happily/traditionally) resolved. This chapter ends with teenage Oliver succeeding
both in school and in his social life, suggesting the end of the nineteenth century came
to see that the “authentic value of a liberal education lies not so much in acquiring facts
or absorbing ‘eternal truths,’ but in discovering new ways to interpret the world” (Rose
7). Jonathan Rose’s assertion places value on social awareness, which the hyper-focused
characters of Little Paul and Pen fail to develop. Reading seems to be a concern for
younger males based on the age of the characters depicted as reading, and the
interpellations through both alphabetic and visual story telling suggest that at least a
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subtle level of guidance is necessary for the “dear reader.” The next chapter builds on
these representations by addressing an adult male character for whom reading forms an
essential aspect of his identity and role in the novel.
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CHAPTER 3

CASE STUDIES OF SENSATIONAL READERS:
MARY ELIZABETH BRADDON’S
THE DOCTOR’S WIFE AND LADY AUDLEY’S SECRET

No wise man or woman was ever
the worse for reading novels.
–Sigismund Smith, Braddon’s The Doctor’s Wife
To this point, this dissertation has focused on introducing cultural context surrounding
and academic arguments about reading in the nineteenth century. Scholarship on female
readers has been used as a lens through which we can view male characters who read to
situate this missing entity within discussions on reading. It has also classified male
readers into various types, suggesting that characterization is tied to the messages a
novel sends about a character’s reading. In other words, we can learn if a character is
“good” or “bad” based on what, why, and how they read. This chapter draws
comparisons between two of Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s sensational texts, The Doctor’s
Wife (1856) and Lady Audley’s Secret (1862), to demonstrate the parallels between two
gendered depictions of readers.41
In The Doctor’s Wife, we meet Isabel Gilbert, who wants very much to follow
traditional paths toward marriage, but her ideas of custom are clouded by her
overabundance of fictional ideals. Novels for Isabel become the standard measure for

The Doctor’s Wife was published serially between Jan. and Dec. 1864 in Temple Bar, while Lady
Audley’s Secret was published serially from Mar. to Aug. 1863. Lady Audley’s Secret first appeared
incomplete in Robin Goodfellow, and was finished in Sixpenny Magazine, finally appearing completely
and with illustrations in the London Journal (Leighton and Surridge, “Sensation and Illustration” 541).
41
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reality, creating false expectations of “the real world” that can only be shattered. Her
“greater sensitivity and sensibility” as a woman “made her more susceptible to effects
of a novel” (Golden, Woman Reader 32). Life, she finds, does not happen according to
the plot structure of a novel, and her missteps are evident as cautionary examples to the
reader. In this way, The Doctor’s Wife has an instructive quality for its reader.
Lady Audley’s Secret, as a thematic bookend to The Doctor’s Wife, provides a
fully developed male reader, whose actions within the plot are driven by his reading,
unlike other male readers discussed so far. Robert Audley works to solve the mysterious
disappearance of his friend, George Talboys, in which his uncle’s new wife, Lady
Audley, is implicated. The knowledge Robert gains from his reading of sensation novels
and French fiction helps to inform his actions as he follows the clues back to George.
While Robert’s reading provides a model of how to negotiate various types of printed
matter for all of Braddon’s readers, Isabel’s reading demonstrates how not to read, and
shows the potential for danger when reading becomes all-consuming. By tracing
Robert’s evolution as a reader, we can see gendered concerns over reading the “right”
thing in the “right” way permeating the novel, pointing to social anxieties like those
found with Isabel and other female readers.
The goals of this chapter are twofold: first, to explore the role Victorian ideas
on gendered reading and appropriate reading play in constructing both Isabel and
Robert. Specifically, Robert grows as a reader into performing John Plotz’s idea of
semi-detachment, or reading with a dual awareness of reality and fiction, representing a
correct or preferred method of reading within the novel. Isabel, in contrast, does not
experience such growth. Analyzing both female and male readers’ practices contributes
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to larger discussions regarding gender and reading, particularly, how reading works with
and against Victorian gender roles within the realm of the heteronormative family
structure. Secondly, this chapter suggests that the illustrations accompanying serial runs
of both The Doctor’s Wife and Lady Audley’s Secret depict semi-detached reading
moments in the plot and invite the reader to participate in a second kind of reading
experience alongside the characters. Through the real-world reader’s understanding and
interpretation of these images, the novel’s messages concerning the complicated
practice of reading become clearer, especially as they relate to issues of access mediated
by gender and class. Together, these novels combine many of the topics and themes
discussed in earlier chapters, demonstrating the similarities between arguments for and
against female reading as they also extended to male readers.

Gendered Reading
As explored in Chapter 1, discussions about women’s reading in both nineteenthcentury and modern scholarship abound, especially in relation to women’s roles within
the home. In their touchstone text, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English
Middle Class, 1780-1850 (1987), Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall provide a
historical explanation for this focus on women in the domestic sphere. They state, “By
the 1830s and 1840s…the belief in the natural differences and complementary roles of
men and women which had originally been particularly linked to Evangelicalism, had
become the common sense of the English middle class” (Davidoff and Hall 149).
Further changes regarding how individuals conceptualize themselves encouraged
distinctions between those identity groups. Davidoff and Hall continue: “Middle-class
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gentlemen and middle-class ladies each had their appointed place in this newly mapped
social world. The privileges and duties for a lady differed in crucial ways from those of
a gentleman…Masculine identity was equated with an emerging concept of
‘occupation’, while women remained within a familial frame” (30). Men and women,
then, became identified through how they differed from one another. The division of
domestic responsibilities became discussed in gendered terms, with the male’s focus on
jobs and things outside the home, and the woman’s focused more locally. Arguments
against women’s reading often cited women’s neglect of domestic duties in their
“familial frame” as reasons for women not to read.
In addition, as Flint points out, books themselves became classified as “good”
or “bad” depending upon the influence they could have on the reader. These two types
of books caused “[r]eading [to] become a central moral metaphor” in the nineteenthcentury, where depictions of women’s reading “often distinguish[ed] specifically
between good and bad books and reading practices,” which further defined the woman
herself as either good or bad (Pearson 8). For men, Harrison, who is discussed in Chapter
1, moralizes on what he terms “the art of right reading,” or a man’s ability to identify
worthwhile literature (11). He feels poetry to be of value, making allusions or references
to a Coleridge poem in his text, and also cites other authors of fiction with mixed reviews
(Harrison 5). For both men and women, reading material becomes a reflection of one’s
character, and serves as an indicator not just of social status, but also moral caliber.
Braddon’s Isabel Gilbert and Robert Audley illustrate combined concerns over
reading the “right” and “wrong” materials, and the “right” and “wrong” way of engaging
with a text that connects to semi-detached reading. For Isabel, her quixotic engagement
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with fictional worlds inhibits her from taking a realistic, critical view of her own life.
As Gettelman explains, “[o]ver-identification, or a lack of emotional distance, and not
imagination or subjectivity itself, was the problem critics most associated with readers
of popular fiction” (67). To read productively, a reader must experience some distance
from the text, allowing for the semi-detachment described earlier. Isabel is unable to
obtain this distance. Although Robert also starts the novel with an uncritical eye toward
his reading, he evolves into a semi-detached reader who is able to utilize the lessons
from his reading: the novels with their incredible plots inform his ability to interpret
these real-world textual clues as he works to solve the mystery.

Semi-Detachment and Sensation
John Plotz provides a useful theoretical framework for considering both Isabel Gilbert’s
and Robert Audley’s reading practices and evolutions as readers that also applies to the
genre of sensation fiction more broadly. Plotz argues that the concept of “semidetachment” “helps shed light on how writers understood what it meant for readers to
experience the world of a book as if it were real, while nonetheless remaining aware of
the distance between such invention and one’s tangible physical surroundings” (Plotz
3). This experience of recognizing both lived reality and fictional depiction
simultaneously opens up a “suspended duality of experience,” allowing for “an
imaginative escape” within fiction while also “trigger[ing] experiential attentiveness to
the way the world is” for the individual reader (Plotz 7, 12).
Plotz analyzes the realist fiction of Charles Dickens, George Eliot, and Henry
James, showing how these authors manipulate form in “an effort to make sense of the
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way that consciousness, in life as in fiction, can be located in more than one place
simultaneously” (13).42 This includes not only what individuals think of themselves, but
also how they act, and how their presence and actions are interpreted by other people.
Dickens, for example, uses pseudo-interpolated tales to “allow characters to reveal
direct (damning, exonerating, delightful, dreadful) knowledge of others” (Plotz 41).
This information contributes to characterization. Further, the use of interpolated stories
“implies three ontological levels: our extradiegetic world, the world of the depicted
characters…, and the world of the stories that they tell,” which impact a reader’s
understanding of reality (Plotz 39). These layers of distance function on a plot level by
allowing information to be shared with the real-world reader that the reader must then
interpret. Plotz further explains in relation to literature specifically that:
Semi-detachment in Dickens’s fictional worlds as in Eliot’s and James’s opens
up the concept of ‘literary subjectivity’ in its broadest sense. It is not simply that
readers may be drawn to model their own lives after the immanent forms that
fiction makes available. Rather, the effect of such partial pulling away, like the
pseudo-interpolation of stories into novels, is to offer readers ways of seeing
themselves operating within the world’s own busy fictional machinery. (151–
52)
Authors rely on a recognition that individuals always already live “semi-detached from
their own experiences, aware of the discrepancy between what they do and what they
think, as well as the space that opens up between how [they] think about [their] actions

For a discussion of the relationship between realism and sensationalism, see: Nemesvari, “‘Judged by
a Purely Literary Standard’: Sensation Fiction, Horizons of Expectation and the Generic Construction
of Victorian Realism”; Brantlinger, “What Is ‘Sensational’ About the ‘Sensation Novel’?”; and Allan.
42
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and how others think about them” (Plotz 151). This discrepancy, as Plotz terms it, is the
space that allows for critical awareness that moves a reader from escapist absorption to
productive reading, which is the path Robert Audley takes throughout Lady Audley’s
Secret. Isabel, on the other hand, becomes stuck in the space of absorbed escapism and
only casts off her reading after reality becomes more terrifying than a novel. Plotz’s
theory also offers a lens through which we can view the evolution of the “dear reader”
trope, as semi-detachment marks the real-world reader’s ability to learn “what is
involved in certain types of reading” (Flint, The Woman Reader 256). The application
of semi-detachment to sensation fiction more broadly connects to both the novel’s and
the period’s preoccupations with how readers were reading.
As a genre, sensation fiction’s influence on the reader was of concern to many
during the nineteenth-century: popular reactions to sensation fiction have been well
rehearsed, and sensation served as a byword for corruption for many nineteenth-century
critics.43 It was decried for “produc[ing] thrilling sensations in readers with few if any
philosophically, socially, or morally redeeming features” (Brantlinger, The Reading
Lesson 142). Punch’s tongue-in-cheek advertisement for a new journal, The Sensation
Times, promises fact and fiction “Harrowing the Mind, Making the Flesh Creep,
Causing the Hair to Stand on End, Giving Shocks to the Nervous System, Destroying
Conventional Moralities, and generally Unfitting the Public for the Prosaic Avocations
of Life” (“The Sensation Times”). Specific to sensation fiction, Clare Pettitt points out
that the “1860s sees a panic about the vacuity of the reader who, overwhelmed by the
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speed and intensity of modern narratives, was in danger of losing all judgment, all taste,
and ultimately all identity” (562). An ability to read and navigate fiction, by extension,
becomes a hallmark of contemporary nineteenth-century readers who face an
overwhelming volume of print material in general, regardless of the moral implications
of its content.
More than just superficially, sensation’s common tropes of identity fraud and
bigamy, among others, require action: to solve these mysteries and unearth the truth,
Robert engages in many types of reading. While The Doctor’s Wife shows reading as a
passive activity—something to do in order to distract or entertain the mind—Lady
Audley’s Secret uses it as a catalyst to action, drawing a distinction between semidetached/useful/good and uncritically absorbed/impractical/bad modes of reading. The
paradoxical reputation of sensation fiction shown by Pettitt, on the one hand, as
benumbing (causing “vacuity” and a loss of identity) yet, on the other hand, as shown
by Punch as also emotionally evocative, seems to fall in line with Robert’s conflicting
and evolving relationship with his fiction reading. It also welcomes the suspended
duality of experience described as part of semi-detached reading; the astute reader must
be able to discern the harrowing tales of their fictional reading from the reality of their
lives. Isabel proves herself unable to do this, and therefore stops reading altogether. This
issue is compounded for Robert as he finds himself living in the middle of a sensational
plot, seeing himself “operating within the world’s own busy fictional machinery” (Plotz
152). Rather than passively consuming works of fiction, Robert learns to navigate his
rapidly unravelling world through the unseemly plots of his novels. He utilizes fiction
in two potentially disparate ways, linked by his evolution into a semi-detached reader:
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first as an escape or leisure activity that replaces his work, and second as an instructive
element to help him undertake work tangentially related to his profession (gathering
evidence to solve the mystery of George’s disappearance).
Nicholas Daly describes sensation fiction in particular as imagining a new
“focused subject who can withstand the sensory saturation of modernity, and be trained
to maintain a productive focus” (9). This type of reader aligns directly with one who is
semi-detached, forming their literary subjectivity or ability to recognize reality in
fiction, and fiction in reality. Robert himself undergoes such training in concentration
and analysis, mirroring the process for the extradiegetic reader. As Beth Palmer notes,
Robert’s detective plot “provides a kind of meta-narrative about how readers might
navigate their way through a newly complex print culture” (“Are the Victorians Still
with Us?” 87). The “passenger records of shipping firms, the label on a trunk, notes,
letters, and telegrams” form a paper chain that Robert follows (Palmer, “Are the
Victorians Still with Us?” 88). Alongside the amateur detective Robert on his journey
from single, escapist fiction reader to married, industrious, non-fiction-reading
professional, the real-world reader experiences a multiplicity of texts and must learn to
question their validity and discern their value.
The Doctor’s Wife, too, includes allusions to other fictional works and
characters, “relying on the reader’s prior acquaintance with character or plot
development in an earlier work, hence suggesting specific narrative models to be
adopted or shunned or to be used as a point of comparison” (Flint, The Woman Reader
255). Braddon trusts the real-world reader’s familiarity with at least some of the works
and characters references in her novel to get her points of characterization across: if we
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do not know Edith Dombey as an example of mixed strength and deceit, then Isabel’s
attempt to “look like Edith Dombey in the grand Carker scene” has no meaning (The
Doctor’s Wife 155).44 The plethora of inter- and extra-textual references and inclusions
in both Lady Audley’s Secret and The Doctor’s Wife can also be seen to help the reader
understand their own textually-saturated context (Flint, The Woman Reader 15). For
Braddon’s reader, mimetic realism offers an example of how one could transition from
being a passive to an active reader, while also supporting the period’s warning of the
pitfalls of too much reading and what the best types of books are.
Both of Braddon’s texts discussed here are rife with references to other printed
works, frequently calling into view the novels’ own situatedness as a piece of sensation
fiction (Palmer, “Are the Victorians Still with Us?” 87). References to mainstream,
well-liked books and authors positions The Doctor’s Wife (from the less-accepted
category of sensation) alongside more “literary” pieces. We know through allusions to
character names that Isabel has read not only Shakespeare and Dante, but also
contemporary works like Dombey and Son and The History of Pendennis, among many
other works by Dickens and Thackeray. Although Isabel is shown to be a poor example
of a reader, we know her reading diet is not necessarily to blame. The spokesman for
sensation fiction, fictional author Sigismund Smith (discussed in Chapter 2) notes, “No
wise man or woman was ever the worse for reading novels. Novels are only dangerous
for those poor foolish girls who read nothing else, and think that their lives are to be
paraphrases of their favourite books” (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 30). By aligning her

The Oxford (2008) edition offers a comprehensive “Explanatory Notes” section that glosses many of
the fictional references found throughout the novel. I am highlighting Dickens and Thackeray given the
appearance of both Dombey and Son and The History of Pendennis in Chapter 2 of this dissertation.
44
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text with the likes of Dickens and Thackeray, Braddon presents her novel not as an
exemplar of corruption but instead as one piece of the reading diet puzzle.
With Lady Audley’s Secret, “Original readers,” Palmer explains, “were invited
to follow Robert’s detective processes closely but also to identify their own reading
processes as serial readers with Robert’s detection. Both are piecing together paper
chains, Robert’s of various kinds of evidence, the readers’ of serial installments” (“Are
the Victorians Still with Us?” 88). This sensation fiction acts as a how-to guide for its
readers on how to read itself. Robert’s ability to decode and piece together stems from
his status both as a reader of fiction as well as his training in a legal profession. Robert
himself acknowledges: “I haven’t read Alexandre Dumas and Wilkie Collins for nothing
… I’m up to their tricks, sneaking in at doors behind a fellow’s back” (Braddon, Lady
Audley’s Secret 406). The real-world reader can use both Robert’s reading experiences
and Isabel’s reading lists to inform their own reading habits and formulate an
appropriate reading diet.
A novel, especially one produced serially in instalments, is “made up of
episodes, aggregated actions that may or may not matter in the grand scheme (or that
matter at one point and then cease to matter) [which] has the odd effect of creating an
immanent semi-detachment” (Plotz 15). Debra Gettelman’s discussion of interrupted
reading helps illuminate what should happen during this moment of semi-detachment:
What I want to emphasize is that critics were especially interested in the formal
relation of such meditation to reading: how paying attention to private
associations and feelings exists temporally in relation to reading the words on
the page. The two formal relationships they describe most often, pausing to
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meditate and using one’s imagination simultaneously while attending to the
words on the page, underscore that what these critics value is that the reader’s
imagination interrupts and intervenes in the reading process (as opposed, for
instance, to meditating after reading). In these two forms of reflection, the
reader’s own imagination comes between and breaks up the novel’s pages,
detaching the reader from pure absorption in the text. (65)
Nineteenth-century readers were particularly adept at this type of reading, often forced
to spend time away from a story because of the nature of serial publication. Sensation,
however, was criticized for featuring rapidly evolving plots that “offered conspicuously
few opportunities for meditation. Critics of sensation fiction portrayed such novels as
written in a way, in general, that did not invite the reader’s participation” (Gettelman
65). It becomes imperative, then, for the reader to insert these pauses and moments of
digestion for themselves in order to achieve critical distance from what they read. The
serial installments of fiction also require the reader to hold information in suspension:
the reader must remember what happened in previous iterations, while attempting to
navigate the new pieces of plot unfolding in front of them. Because the past always
informs the present, a reader must learn to discern which pieces of information are
pertinent and necessary to understanding a larger narrative, whether it be the one they
see unfolding in a book or one that is happening in their real lives.

Semi-Detachment and Images
Illustrations in a serial act as a form of interpolation, providing additional layers of
knowledge across various ontological levels for the reader (Plotz 41, 39). In other words,
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they invite the real-world into a depiction of the story while providing additional,
sometimes complimentary sometimes antithetical, elements to the fictional world
depicted. The story is no longer contained between the narrator and reader—or what the
narrator tells the real-world reader, but now includes visual evidence that mediates the
reader’s interpretation, leaving room for the reader to form their own opinions. Plotz
explains artwork as producing a “dual awareness” where the viewer feels what it is like
“to share and not to share a world with an artwork’s fictive beings” (5). In relation to
painting, a viewer will respond “both by remarking on the object’s beauty and by asking
how her own self and social relations are implicated within the depicted world” (Plotz
75). The viewer can decide whether the world they see reflects their own lived
experience, or if they are viewing a place to which they would normally not have access.
The visual depictions of the drawing room at Audley Court and of the unsavory CastleInn, for example, place the reader in each scene, providing for that “imaginative escape”
into a world that is not their own while simultaneously calling attention to a reader’s
own situatedness in their material conditions (where they may be seated or standing as
they take in this visual data)—the two conditions of semi-detachment (Plotz 12). For
The Doctor’s Wife, the illustrations come not from the first publication in Temple Bar
(January – December 1864), but from a concurrent American reprint of the novel,
running in Frank Leslie’s Lady’s Magazine (February 1864 to February 1865). In this
run, only the first six installments are illustrated: the remaining six may contain images
on the page, but these images correspond to other articles within the magazine. Three
of the six illustrations pertaining to The Doctor’s Wife feature reading, with two
depicting Isabel Gilbert as the reader. The frequency of these depictions underscores the
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novel’s characterization of Isabel and demonstrates the importance reading plays in her
characterization. For Lady Audley’s Secret, the printed images act as intermediaries
between the reading the real-world reader sees Robert do (of clues, of people, of
locations) and the reading they could practice in the real world.

The Doctor’s Wife: Female Quixotic Reading
Braddon’s The Doctor’s Wife takes a head-on approach to discussing women’s reading
of novels. A direct recreation and imitation of Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary
(1856), The Doctor’s Wife offers the experiences of protagonist Isabel Sleaford Gilbert
as an exemplar of quixotic reading, or the dangers of blurring conceptions of reality
based on what has been read in a book (Figure 15).
Isabel Gilbert (The Doctor's Wife)

Why she reads

Pleasure

What she reads

Fiction/Non-fiction

Valuation: example of
"bad" female reading;
unbalanced/uncritical
diet

How she reads

Poetry/Prose

Absorbed

Quixotic

Figure 15. Isabel Gilbert: Representation/Valuation Flow Chart. Created by the author.

Married to Dr. George Gilbert in the early pages of the novel, Isabel becomes
involved in a flirtation with amateur author and wealthy gentleman Roland Lansdell.
Her worldly inexperience, colored by her extensive reading of fiction, misguides Isabel
as she navigates the boredom of her real life with the excitement offered by a potential,
fictitious life. As Flint points out, “By the mid-nineteenth century, the trope of fiction
as a fast route to corruption was so familiar that it could be used not just in its own right,
for didactic purposes, but as a way of encouraging the reader to think critically about
their own practices when consuming novels” (The Woman Reader 266). Isabel’s
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unraveling in this text serves as a warning for all of Braddon’s readers, especially young
women. When taken with commentary by Braddon’s Sigismund Smith, resident
sensation writer, we can see The Doctor’s Wife as ultimately providing “a defense of
sensation fiction and other ‘light literature’” by demonstrating the “use and value of
light literature and…the critical practices and standards that were appropriate to such
fiction” (Pykett 131). The uncritical reading of Isabel is not a cry against sensation, but
rather an instructive model for the real-world reader.

Figure 16. “Isabel.” In Frank Leslie’s Lady’s Magazine, vol. XIV, no. 2, Feb. 1864, p. 105.
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Figure 17. “Roland Finds Isabel Under Lord Thurston’s Oak.”
In Frank Leslie’s Lady’s Magazine, vol. XV, no. 1, July 1864, p. 41.

Isabel is described early on as reading “too many” novels, which keep her from
completing household tasks, “such as having to mend awkward three-cornered rents in
her brothers’ garments, and being sent to fetch butter in the Walworth Road; but she
was willing enough to do these things when once you had wrenched her away from her
idolized books” (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 29). The “idolized books” form the basis
of Isabel’s education, with her having “no friendly finger to point a pathway in the
intellectual forest” (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 29). Isabel represents an independent
woman who chooses what she reads, but the belittling description points out for the
reader that hers is to be a cautionary tale. Women need a “friendly finger” to help them
in their education so that they can avoid becoming so far removed from reality as to
conflate the plots of fictional characters with reality.
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As Flint remarks, “The reader is never encouraged to identify directly with
Isabel: it is assumed that she [the reader] will be wiser, with a far more self-critical
attitude towards the fiction she reads” (The Woman Reader 289). The tree imagery
associated with the “intellectual forest” invokes an idea of growth but also one of
obscurity, as a forest can be hard to navigate without the proper bearings. In the
American run of the serial, the two images that show Isabel reading depict her seated
under trees with men figuring in the background of both texts. These images encourage
the isolationist aspects of Isabel’s reading while pointing to male characters with the
potential to break into her reverie. In “Isabel” (Figure 16), the seated woman’s attention
is not broken from her reading as two men approach. This image comes on the first page
of Chapter 1 in Frank Leslie’s Lady’s Magazine, serving as the real-world reader’s first
glimpse not only of Isabel as a character, but of The Doctor’s Wife as a story. It reveals
a woman deeply involved in her reading, shown through Isabel’s hunched over posture,
holding her head in her hand as she peers closely at the book in her lap. The two men
gaze at her, but she seems to have no awareness of their presence. Just like the men, the
real-world reader also views Isabel and attempts to discern who she is and what she is
doing based on this introductory image.
Several chapters later (Chapter 17), we find a complementary image, “Roland
Finds Isabel Under Lord Thurston’s Oak” (Figure 17). Sitting straight up against the
tree, Isabel holds a book on her lap, but unlike in the first image, her attention is not
directed toward her reading: Isabel looks over her right shoulder, where the real-world
reader can see a male figure standing in the background. He appears at a distance from
Isabel, and yet she seems to recognize his presence, whereas the two men in “Isabel”
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stand closer in the foreground and remain ignored. Here, the real-world reader’s
interpretive strategies are tested as the accompanying text does not quite align with the
depiction. The text reads, “She started up as he approached her, looking rather
frightened, and with her face flushed and her eyelids drooping. She had not expected
him” (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 184). Rather than a person appearing irritated or
interrupted, we see a woman looking perhaps shyly or coyly to the side, her posture
acknowledging the presence of another individual. After the initial shock is over, Roland
sits down to enact the male reader-as-guide role, or so Isabel wishes. He thinks her an
“ignorant girl” while he “seemed to know everything, Mrs Gilbert thought. She felt as
if she was before the wonderful gates of a new fairy-land, and Mr. Lansdell had the
keys, and could open them for her at his will, and could lead her through the dim
mysterious pathways into the beautiful region beyond” (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife
184). In both depicted scenes, Isabel’s lack of attention to the reality around her causes
her to miss opportunities (she does not engage the approaching men in conversation
right away) and to wish for what should be unattainable things (an intimate, if only
intellectual, relationship with Roland).
Left to her own devices, Isabel turns to novels as a form of escapism, taking her
away from her mundane reality. Like Isabel, Flaubert’s protagonist, Emma Bovary,
“reads literally and mistakenly projects situations encountered in her reading onto an
imagined life against which she measures her boring reality. Her dreams of romantic
heroes and settings infect her daily life” (Golden, Woman Reader 102). Isabel frequently
wishes “her life to be like her books; she wanted to be a heroine” (Braddon, The
Doctor’s Wife 28). The “provocative books” she reads are in keeping with the idea of
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books as dangerous, as rather than establishing realistic expectations of a future position
(one of Golden’s arguments for novel reading as discussed in Chapter 1), the books
Isabel reads only serve to excite her imagination beyond the realm of reality (Flint, The
Woman Reader 321; Golden, Woman Reader 29). Semi-detachment is a far cry for
engulfed Isabel.
The character-author of Sigismund Smith provides metatextual commentary on
novel reading that helps open the text’s stance on Isabel’s apparent absorption. This also
serves as an instance of interpolation, as it calls to mind multiple ontological levels for
the reader: the real-world, the world of the characters, and the worlds of the novels
Isabel reads are all represented. After stating Isabel reads “too many novels,” Sigismund
tells Isabel’s future husband, George:
‘Don’t suppose that I want to depreciate the value of the article. A novel’s a
splendid thing after a hard day’s work, a sharp practical tussle with the real
world, a healthy race on the barren moorland of life, a hearty wrestling match in
the universal ring…No wise man or woman was ever the worse for reading
novels. Novels are only dangerous for those poor foolish girls who read nothing
else, and think that their lives are to be paraphrases of their favourite books.’
(Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 30)
Descriptions of Isabel in the novel fit her perfectly for this critique as a “romantic” girl
who constantly compares reality to what happens in books (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife
41). She believes that her courtship with George will be long, since before marriage,
“Were there not three volumes of courtship to be gone through first?” (Braddon, The
Doctor’s Wife 99). As Joe Bray argues, novel reading can teach women to read men. He
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contends, “As she [the female reader] negotiates the confusing social world around her,
the heroine must learn especially how to read, or interpret, the opposite sex. Her own
reading of books is connected, though never straightforwardly, to the many complicated
and diverse ways in which she reads the world” (1). Isabel, however, does not learn this
lesson.
While Isabel may be established as a cautionary figure rather than a role model
for other women readers, her transgressions are perhaps not as severe as her
predecessor’s. Unlike Emma who commits adultery in Madame Bovary, Isabel does not
physically cheat on her husband, although she falls in love with another man while she
is still married. She becomes the talk of the town, and when her visits to her lover’s
house stop, “Graybridge [the town] regarded her as an artful and presuming creature,
whose shameful goings-on had been stopped by marital authority,” her “wings having
been clipped” by her husband (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 308). Although far from the
truth, the townspeople’s assumptions nevertheless illustrate the pervading mentality of
male control over females. The husband is needed to serve as the “friendly finger” or
guiding hand to help his wife perform her domestic responsibilities, including keeping
a chaste home. The husband is not the cause for this first alteration in Isabel, however.
George “never grumbled at her idleness and novel-reading” once they were married,
and it is really only her lover’s departure that sets Isabel on a path toward what she calls
“being good” (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 118, 304). She takes to reading “a very dry,
religious book” on Sundays, because after all, “Was she not trying to be good now, and
was not goodness incompatible with the perusal of Shelley’s poetry on a Sunday?”
(Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 309). Without guidance, Isabel recognizes the relationship
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between her immoral actions and her novel reading, looking toward spiritual works
instead of the potentially incendiary poetry of old.
The ending of The Doctor’s Wife continues this idea of reformation, and its
ending offers a somewhat hopeful future for Isabel. As George’s illness progresses,
“Edith Dombey and Ernest Maltravers were alike forgotten during those long days and
nights in which the surgeon’s rambling delirious talk only broke the silence. Isabel
Gilbert’s ever-active imagination was busy with more terrible images than any to be
found in her books” (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 356). Reality has more interest, albeit
terrifying, than the fiction Isabel usually reads as an escape. Her energy refocuses into
her home, where she sits grappling with the death that is about to come. At the same
time that her husband dies, Isabel’s former lover suffers severe injuries and dies. This
double loss causes her world to literally shift upside down, as she faints, feeling “the
ground reel suddenly beneath her feet, [seeing] the gradual rising of a misty darkness
that shut out the world, and closed about her like the silent waters through which a
drowning man goes down to death” (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 395). This death-like
scene for Isabel allows for her figurative rebirth as an unrecognizable character. The
narrator explains that Isabel “is altogether different from the foolish wife who neglected
all a wife’s duties while she sat by the mill-stream at Thurston’s Crag reading the
‘Revolt of Islam.’ There is a great gulf between a girl of nineteen and a woman of fiveand twenty; and Isabel’s foolish youth is separated from her wiser womanhood by a
barrier that is formed by two graves” (Braddon, The Doctor’s Wife 402). Wisdom comes
from jarring reality, and Braddon’s protagonist emerges as a “wiser” woman rather than
the “foolish” girl we saw for much of the book.
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Lady Audley’s Secret: A Male Reader of Fiction
While Isabel serves as a warning of how not to read, Braddon’s Robert Audley moves
us one step further toward depicting “right” reading. Before Robert reads in the semidetached, informative manner that Plotz describes, we see him enact the absorbed
attention many feared leisure reading would cause that could detract from real-world
responsibilities. The woman who reads too much fiction, it was feared, may abandon
her “responsibility toward others in favour of self-satisfaction,” shirking her domestic
responsibilities (Flint, The Woman Reader 261). While we may expect these fears to
circulate around Robert’s reading to a lesser extent because he is male and his activities
are therefore policed to a lesser extent than women, they are nevertheless invoked
because of the type of material (French novels and sensation) he begins the novel
reading.
Robert Audley (Lady Audley's Secret)

Why he reads

Education/
Occupation

Pleasure

What he reads

Social awareness

Sensation/French
fiction

Non-fiction

How he reads

Absorbed

Valuation:
exemplar male
reader moves
from absorbed
to semidetached
reading

Semi-detached

Figure 18. Robert Audley: Representation/Valuation Flow Chart. Created by the author.

At the beginning of the novel, Robert (Figure 18) engages in recreational reading
seemingly as his main activity despite his occupational status as a barrister. He is
described as an unashamed reader of French novels, a subset of fiction notorious for its
corrupting and lurid content.45 After “he had exhausted himself with the exertion of

For further discussion of the negative implications of ‘French novels,’ and their use as a trope in
Victorian fiction to signify scandalous or sensational reading, see: Flint, The Woman Reader 138–41;
Flint, “Reading of Vanity Fair” 258; Golden, Woman Reader 39; and, Skilton.
45
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smoking his German pipe, and reading French novels” during the day, “he would stroll
into the Temple Gardens” to relax (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 71). But as a
barrister, he had never “either had a [legal] brief, or tried to get a brief, or even wished
to have a brief in all those five years” he had been “practicing” law (Braddon, Lady
Audley’s Secret 71). Robert also carries “half a dozen French novels” to his uncle’s
home with him during hunting season (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 145). Feelings
of “exhaustion” and “exertion” are not usually associated with “smoking” and pleasure
“reading,” pointing to Robert’s reading experience as unusual. The intense attention
Robert affords these French novels creates distance between Robert and his work,
redirecting his attention away from his role as a productive professional.
At this stage, Robert reads only as an “imaginative escape” and does not obtain
any experiential awareness as he engages in this activity (Plotz 7). In fact, we do not
hear of him bringing any work-related paperwork on his travels or engaging in any legal
work until later in the novel, after he begins investigating George’s disappearance. He
is not a semi-detached reader, but rather an immersed reader lacking critical awareness,
whose pleasure reading negatively impacts his ability to perform his real-life function
represented by his lack of attention to his profession.
While most literate men undoubtedly engaged in leisure reading at some point
during their lives, what they should read appears to have been patrolled to a much less
degree than the reading material of women, despite a general concern that “forms of
focused attention on one stimulus can tip over into states of distraction, daydream and
reverie” (Daly 9). Landels’s warnings, discussed in detail in Chapter 1, seem to be
written directly for a character like Robert Audley. Landels suggests leisure reading
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material should be chosen with “discrimination” just like one would choose a
companion (209). Robert’s first “companion,” to continue Landels’s comparison, is
exactly the type of literature Landels decries.
Even though Robert’s reading later serves a purpose in helping him to navigate
a series of sensational events and unfold the clues to the mystery, it can be inferred that
the time he spends absorbed reading reduces his availability for appropriate female
companionship.46 Robert’s lack of professional productivity also makes him an
undesirable object for marriage by heteronormative social standards, as discussed in
further detail later. It is clear early in the text that Robert’s occupation is accidental and
his recreational reading intentional, making a paradoxical occupation out of a leisure
activity. While Robert should be exhausted after a hard day’s work in his profession,
instead the narrator shows him as becoming overworked by a task most people find
relaxing or pleasurable.
Robert’s exhaustion aligns directly with contemporary fears over the physical
disturbances that sensation could cause. Gettelman suggests that sensation was thought
to “invoke the language of mindless and empty reading at times to cover up more
troubling ways in which the reader is actively engaged in the reading process,” such as
“caus[ing] activity in the reader’s body” and “touch[ing] readers’ nerves” (59). Robert’s
energy is being misdirected into his selfish pleasure reading, taking his attention away

Richard Nemesvari’s often cited “Robert Audley’s Secret: Male Homosocial Desire in Lady Audley’s
Secret” offers a compelling argument for a homosocial bond between Robert and George, which
provides an explanation for Robert’s lack of desire for a female companion. He argues that the
“subtextual revelation of the ‘unspeakable’ secret of male homosocial desire is essential to Braddon’s
feminist critique of the roles and behaviors forced upon women by men who are unwilling to
acknowledge their own motives and insecurities” (516). Robert’s reading could be seen as a further
substitute or coverup for his attachment to George, which could be theorized and researched further.
This chapter is not concerned with what may motivate Robert, but rather what would be socially
assumed and expected of him.
46
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from other matters, private and professional. Even without advice such as Landels’s,
this scene describing Robert acts as an early indicator that Robert’s novel reading may
be problematic, taking his attention away from what he ought to be doing with his time:
working diligently, making a name for himself, and finding a suitable wife.
Additionally, Robert’s reading is linked to further arguments used against
women’s reading, which are, in turn, used to discredit his soundness of mind. Golden
recounts popular medical discourse from the period which believed that a “woman’s
biological differences—her greater sensitivity and sensibility—made her more
susceptible to effects of a novel. Countless experts pronounced sensation novels,
mysteries, and horror tales stimuli to avoid strenuously for physical well-being”
(Woman Reader 32). Lady Audley recognizes that Robert’s sleuthing could lead to her
discovery. In order to protect her own true identity, Lady Audley then launches an attack
on Robert through his novel reading, hoping to play upon the common notion that, as
Samuel Smiles’s Self Help (1897) claims, “sound and healthy feelings become
perverted” through too much reading (chap. XI). She suggests, therefore, “Perhaps [it is
because] he reads too much, or smokes too much” that Robert has become (according
to her own wishes) mentally unstable, as “some physicians declare madness to be a mere
illness of the brain” (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 301). Lady Audley sees Robert as
an absorbed reader incapable of semi-detached, critical distance, and this absorption
negatively impacts his mental capacity.
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Figure 19. “Talboys Gazing at Lady Audley’s Picture.” In London Journal, vol. 37, no. 948, Apr. 1863, p. 233.
Images produced by ProQuest as part of Early English Periodicals Research Collection.

The novel offers a multilayered scene of reading in Chapter 8 of the novel, in
which the depicted reader is intensely scrutinized both within and without the novel: the
scene is both heavily narrated and illustrated. Here the “text” being read is the painted
image of Lady Audley/Helen Talboys. Before George Talboys sits to contemplate the
painting, Robert himself looks at the image, but Robert’s experience and thoughts in
this moment are not recounted by the text; in one sentence he “had seated himself on a
chair before [the portrait] for the purpose of contemplating the painting at his leisure,”
and in the next, “He rose” (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 106, 107). An entire page, in
contrast, is devoted to the narrator’s commentary about the portrait running concurrent
with George’s viewing. The narrator surmises that the picture “could not have made any
great impression on George Talboys, for he sat before it for about a quarter of an hour
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without uttering a word—only staring blankly at the painted canvas” (Braddon, Lady
Audley’s Secret 107). Given that Robert has not yet begun to suspect any connection
between Lady Audley and George, it is unsurprising that the narrator should make light
of the scene: this acts as a literary mechanism of diversion, an interpolation intended to
provide misleading information to the reader. What is likely the moment of conflict for
George (recognizing his wife, Helen, as the same woman, Lady Audley) that sparks the
remainder of Robert’s plot is glossed over.
The illustration that accompanies George’s viewing of the portrait (Figure 19)
provides more insight. The reader can see George perched on the edge of his seat, an
attitude in opposition to the description in the text. The illustration shows George
holding the candle in his left hand (the text states it is in his right), about eye-level to
illuminate the portrait, with his right arm positioned on the arm of the chair as if to assist
in getting up or to help keep George steady (rather than “hanging loosely by his side”)
(Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 107). While these discrepancies may not have been
intentional—the reversal of his left hand for his right, for example, could be a technical
error of printing if the image was intended to be inverted for printing, as was common,
and as Braddon herself did not illustrate the text, there is no proof of authorial intent to
mislead or beguile readers—, they nevertheless encourage the real-world reader to pause
and compare the two iterations of the same scene. This pairing of text and image requires
a form of semi-detached reading from the real-world reader, as the combination creates
a situation that makes explicit what it is like “to share and not to share a world with an
artwork’s fictive beings” (Plotz 5). Do we see what Robert and George see? Since we
are not in the room at Audley Court with the two men, we are reminded of our own
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situatedness, one of Plotz’s conditions for semi-detachment. The real-world reader is
reminded of their place outside of the world of the text, looking in.
Reading the accompanying illustration, nevertheless, provides the reader with
clues that Robert does not possess. With his back to Robert, George’s face is not legible
to the budding detective. In addition, Robert stands in almost total darkness in the image,
appearing in the background as a darkened silhouette. The real-world reader, on the
other hand, can utilize both written and illustrated texts to inform their interpretation of
the scenario before Robert unveils it—an infrequent occurrence in the novel as the
reader is usually one step behind Robert. This misalignment also reminds the reader of
the fallibility of the fiction they are reading, as the ontological world of the characters
as shown in the illustration seems at odds with the reader’s own interpretation of the
words on the page.
While Robert may miss the emotion on his friend’s face, Sir Michael connects
reading and emotions directly, this time in terms of Robert and Robert’s well-being.
When Lady Audley suggests reading has overstimulated Robert, Sir Michael feels
Robert’s innate personality puts him outside of the reach of the fictional texts he reads.
Sir Michael recounts Robert’s apparent lack of, what he calls, “great intellect,”
exonerating Robert from such a claim of mental instability (Braddon, Lady Audley’s
Secret 300). He tells Lady Audley, “Robert may be a little eccentric—a little stupid,
perhaps—he mayn’t be overburdened with wits, but I don’t think he has brains enough
for madness” (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 300). Is Robert naturally “a little stupid,”
or is he classified as “eccentric” because of the reputations and associations of the types
of books he reads? At this point in the text, Robert’s status as a barrister would suggest
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he is not “stupid,” and the types of texts he reads mark him as somehow other or aberrant
to the traditional Sir Michael. As David Skilton explains, “the use of French fiction is
suggestive of a certain moral and intellectual atmosphere … Audley’s failing according
to Victorian standards is a quite ‘Continental’ lack of moral concern and energy in
relation to the serious issues of life” (xiv). Nemesvari’s description of Robert as a
“recognizable aristocratic type possessed of, by this historical moment, clear
homosocial/homosexual overtones” also helps to explain the uncle’s vague dismissal of
his nephew’s affect and intellect (“Robert Audley’s Secret” 519–20). Taken together,
this assumed moral failing and homosocial undertones make Robert, in Sir Michael’s
view, incapable of “parallel processing” needed for a reader to be “caught up in a
moment but also capable of pulling oneself away from that moment to reflect upon it,”
or self-awareness Sir Michael thinks is needed for mental illness (Plotz 125, 122).
Because he sees Robert as not intellectually gifted in the first place, Sir Michael
has little fear about the actual state of Robert’s mind or the impact novel reading may
have had on it. His initial response relies on his own assumptions about Robert’s
personality and family lineage, as well as commonplace attitudes regarding gendered
reactions to reading. Women are naturally susceptible to unreasonable emotion, not
men. Sir Michael’s change of attitude, however, reveals a reconsideration of this,
regardless of the truth of Lady Audley’s accusations: he declares Robert “must be mad”
through some “given causes,” either hereditary or external to explain the behavior Lady
Audley describes (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 301). The way that Lady Audley
offers novel reading and genetics as perhaps associated, but certainly not mutually
exclusive, contributing factors to Robert’s seemingly erratic behavior links the two
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entities. Because of stigmas associated with mental illness, Sir Michael would rather
assume an outside influence has caused his nephew to act out of character, rather than
to consider the possibility of a genetic predisposition among their family tree. This
creates the possibility that a man, regardless of his personality or his familial health
history, could be influenced by his reading.
As Robert transitions from his recreational reading, he is in fact spurred to action
by what he imagines could have happened to George—mental images he conjures from
his extensive reading. He “felt that there was some mystery involved in the
disappearance of his friend—some treachery,” since they live in a time when
“unsuspected horrors are constantly committed” (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 131).
One of the scenarios Robert imagines involves George being “made away with” by his
“greedy old father-in-law,” a murder prompted by greed and a plot fit for a sensation
novel (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 131). Gettelman notes the nineteenth-century
trend toward classifying women and workers as especially susceptible to this type of
“mindless and empty” reading where emotion forestalls thought (59). In this moment,
we see Robert becoming emotionally worked up about the possible fate of George, but
rather than becoming prostrate from grief, he sets off immediately for Liverpool to make
inquiries about ships recently underway for Australia. He has attained “experiential
attentiveness to the way the world is” through his reading, which he puts into practice
(Plotz 12). Lady Audley’s Secret depicts not a lower or working-class reader becoming
enthralled in fiction, but instead offers an upper-class man who moves beyond
“mindless and empty” reading and finds himself applying his reading directly to a
sensation plot unfolding around him.
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Figure 20. “Robert Audley Removes the Label from Miss Graham’s Box.” In London Journal, vol. 37, no. 955,
May 1863, p. 344. Images produced by ProQuest as part of Early English Periodicals Research Collection.

The eleventh image in Lady Audley’s Secret, “Robert Audley Removes the
Label from Miss Graham’s Box” (Figure 20), provides a clear example of Robert’s
application of his detective skills. The narrator explains the entire episode in the space
of less than one page, while the image depicts one moment frozen in time. The image
shows Robert in a shabby home, using water and a sponge to separate layers of address
labels with two female onlookers. On the box itself, only a few “fragments of some of
[the previously removed labels] remained” (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 256). Like
Lady Audley, the owner of the box, most individuals would simply paste a new label
over the old one or rip an existing tag off, rather than taking the time to gently and
diligently remove one before placing another. The accompanying image provides an
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inclusive vantage point for the reader to watch the intricate process take place, as if the
reader were a fourth member of the room. “Miss Tonks,” the reader is informed, “could
not contrive to read this address across Robert’s shoulder, though she exhibited
considerable dexterity in her endeavors to accomplish that object,” although she appears
to be standing straight in the image (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 257). Robert,
meanwhile, provides no clues as to his discovery while in the room; he simply “removed
[the label] from the box, and placed [it] very carefully between two blank leaves of his
pocket-book” (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 257). The viewer sees the characters and
observes their actions based on the image, being given a snapshot of a pivotal moment
in the plot.
While neither Miss Tonks nor Mrs. Vincent can read the removed label, the
active reader can deduce that the name Helen Talboys is visible to the perceptive Robert.
Rather than confirm this, however, the narrator includes a closing thought from Robert:
‘“If that which I have found to-day is no evidence for a jury … it is surely enough to
convince my uncle that he has married a designing and infamous woman”’ (Braddon,
Lady Audley’s Secret 257). The image could provide this confirmation to the reader, but
instead maintains the mystery to encourage the reader to follow Robert’s process of
discovery. Here, the character knows more than the reader, but enough information is
provided for the careful reader to come to the same conclusion. Semi-detached reading
alongside the semi-inclusive perspective remind the reader of their distance from the
scene, however, as we recognize the privileges Robert possesses that extradiegetic
readers may not: his social status and charm gain him access to the home and prevent
the women from questioning Robert’s reasons for the visit.
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The illustrations from the re-serialization of Lady Audley’s Secret in the London
Journal (1863) help demonstrate semi-detached reading while also upholding
traditional class and gender distinctions.47 Robert’s status as a non-working-class male,
however, prevents a one-to-one transfer of experience for readers from a different social
class, and reinforces what Plotz describes as the reader’s “experiential attentiveness to
the way the [real] world is” (Plotz 7, 12). The viewer’s sense of self and “social
relations” lurk in the background to color the reader’s interpretation of the images, as
they may or may not access places like Robert in their daily lives. Of the twenty-two
images, thirteen depict Robert, and at least five show Robert in a location not congruent
with his own social class for the purpose of solving the mystery of Lady Audley’s secret.
The images invite the reader to imaginatively accompany Robert on his journeys from
upper-class settings such as Audley Court to dingy boarding houses. The profession of
barrister also would not be open to all individuals, precluding all women and males
without easy access to education from having the same experiences as Robert. The
illustrations require a semi-detached form of reading as they draw attention to the fact
that, although access may be granted through fiction, experience is still rooted in realworld “social relations” and limitations.
Concern for his family and his friend motivates Robert for much of the text, and
the idea that Robert should be working towards creating a comfortable home of his own
plays a large role in redirecting Robert’s reading. Clara Talboys provides directives and

In “A Note on the Text,” editor Natalie Houston identifies the images as created by the group
“Gorway.” The images, however, appear to be signed by “W. Corway.” This difference of interpretation
may be due to the quality of many reprints of the original images. No additional information could be
found on either. Also, the London Journal’s serialization of Lady Audley’s Secret is the first illustrated
version of the text. Earlier runs, both partial and full, in Robin Goodfellow and Sixpenny Magazine were
not illustrated.
47
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direction for Robert, urging him on a path toward becoming a productive and
respectable member of society.48 Clara, we learn, “recommended Mr. Audley to read
hard and think seriously of his profession, and begin life in real earnest” (Braddon, Lady
Audley’s Secret 438). Rather than encourage the light language of Robert’s previously
lazy recreational reading, Clara pushes for “hard,” “serious,” and “earnest” reading and
general efforts, like those involved with reading traditionally male-coded texts
(newspapers, ancient texts, etc.). This language echoes Landels, who feels that, while
reading “may foster [young men’s] morality as well as yield [them] pleasure, it will not
make [them] men. Its extensive use is unfavorable to the habits of close and severe
thought, without which strength of character cannot be acquired” (212).
Before becoming the stalwart family man through his redirected reading and
relationship with Clara, Robert is described in feminized terms at several junctures
through an excess of emotions, often characteristics of non-English individuals as well
as of women more generally. “It was also believed,” Golden explains, “that women read
differently than men because they possessed greater morality, sensibility, sensitivity,
intuition, piety, and empathy” (Woman Reader 29). Expressing such “sensibility” and
“empathy,” tears threaten to spill over on multiple occasions as Robert considers the
pain that revealing Lady Audley’s secret will cause to his uncle (Braddon, Lady
Audley’s Secret 154, 161, 196, 234, 374). While they could be viewed as overly
emotional and womanly on the one hand, these tears also show Robert’s recognition of
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Again, Nemesvari offers a convincing alternative reading of Clara as a representative of her brother,
George: “Clara provides Robert with the perfect object of transference and offers him the opportunity to
turn his ‘illicit’ homosocial desire for George in a socially acceptable direction” (“Robert Audley’s
Secret” 524). This chapter is concerned, however, with Clara’s impact on Robert’s reading and
application to his profession, rather than her significance as a sexual or life partner.
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his proper role within the English extended family; Sir Michael thrice acknowledges
Robert “did right” in this situation (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 372). Robert feels
he ought not knowingly bring dishonor to the name of Audley and appreciates the
enormity of the potential consequences of his investigation.
Descriptions of Robert in relation to excessive emotion diminish as the novel
approaches its conclusion. “Mr. Audley is a rising man upon the home circuit,” whose
“French novels have been presented to a young Templar with whom Robert Audley had
been friendly in his bachelor days” (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 445). The deliberate
change in address solidifies “Mister” Audley’s pursuits from those of young “Robert,”
and his identity becomes more firmly aligned with social expectations. Foreign fiction
seems to have no place in the home of a respectable, married man, and yet Robert’s
reliance upon the instruction he finds within their pages marks them as a necessary part
of his past. Clara’s push for work beyond pleasure reading makes her a suitable
companion for a man with a profession, and she therefore influences his reading in that
direction. Once Robert finds Clara, he begins to change his habits toward achieving this
end: Robert has “no inclination for his French novels, though there was a packet of uncut
romances…waiting his pleasure” (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 230). He likewise
concedes that he cannot “read French novels and smoke mild Turkish until” he is
seventy years old, and must, therefore, find something productive to do (Braddon, Lady
Audley’s Secret 438). He “mentally sold up his bachelor possessions, including all
Michel Levy’s [a French publisher’s] publications” to focus on George’s case to fulfil
Clara’s request that Robert solve it, thus earning her admiration (Braddon, Lady
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Audley’s Secret 438).49 Fiction falls away in service of fulfilling a larger social
responsibility.
Even in his reading, Robert has allowed himself to be led through various
worlds, albeit fictitious, by different authors. He has experienced the outlandish
scenarios of bigamy and murder through the work and words of someone else while
acting selfishly for pleasure. Robert decides to “yield” and “bow down” to Clara’s
“superior” mind to right his course as he was unable to achieve the distance necessary
from his fiction to be a critical reader on his own (Braddon, Lady Audley’s Secret 228).
In terms of Robert’s reading, Clara stands in for the appropriate type of companion,
referring to Landels, that a proper young man ought to have. The woman takes the place
of the authors, redirecting errant and selfish energies into productive, socially acceptable
endeavors, like creating a family and pursuing a career.
Plotz suggests that semi-detachment relates to sociability, or how an “aesthetic
experience make human beings available to one another, graspable and tangible” (48).
The illustrations serve as a testing ground for the reader’s own ability to read in a semidetached manner. Here, the real-world reader can put into practice the decoding process
they see Robert engaging in throughout the novel, enforcing the idea of utility for
sensation fiction. Both images act as moments of interpolation that ask the reader to
make assumptions about what is happening during the depicted moments, deciding who
knows what information, both inside and out of the story. The contrast in interpretation
between the written text and the illustrations, especially in the case of Figure 19, drives
home the idea of semi-detachment, reminding the viewer of their own reading abilities.

49

Michel Levy is glossed as “an important publisher of French fiction” in this edition.
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Robert’s failure to gain this relatability on his own falls in line with the negative
contemporary ideas about sensation as benumbing and frivolous. It is only through the
application of sensation to Robert’s real life that Braddon redeems the genre; if it were
not for the applicability of the stories to the “every day” reality of Audley Court, there
would be no positive views of sensation within the novel itself. Winning notoriety
within his profession, Robert has turned, it is implied, from such “licentious” tales to
the “hard” and “serious,” likely non-fiction, reading required by a legal profession.
Fiction proves to be a safe pastime when it is not an end in itself (when it is finally
utilized for a purpose), but simultaneously does not need to be “about” serious matters
to be used for serious pursuits of the mind. What is acceptable reading for the single
man is not so for the married one, and fulfilling a heteronormative, traditional role
proves to be Robert’s ultimate readerly turning point.

Conclusion: Revising the Male Reader
The ending of both texts allows for glimpses of hope. In The Doctor’s Wife, we find
Isabel as the independent head of her own affairs. The money left her by her lover allows
for this independence. This independence, however, does come at an additional cost:
she is no longer a female reader. The books that filled so many hours do not appear in
the final chapter of the novel. As a commentary on gender, the novel suggests that
recognition of folly and repentance can help “right” most wrongs, and that the absorbed,
indulgent female reader is not compatible with the role of propriety. Beyond quixotic or
escapist reading, Golden supports a reading of this novel and its ending as representative
of fears pertaining particularly to reading as an addiction. She writes: “The Doctor’s
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Wife offers a window into the tropes of consumption and addiction and, relatedly, the
moral argument, [and] Braddon equally challenges these arguments and the associations
that contemporary readers would bring to bear on novel-reading: she insists that
tempting fiction, despite its opiatic addictiveness, need not have permanent effects”
(Golden, Woman Reader 99). As a commentary on gender, then, the message is mixed
as it shows a woman indulging in overly emotional reading that does affect her everyday
life, but then allows her to break free from her addiction in the end. Isabel fulfills the
fears of moralists about the corrupting influences of fiction and women’s susceptibility
to them, and is only allowed to reach the other side after suffering heavy emotional loss,
which includes the loss of her husband, lover, and books.
In Lady Audley’s Secret, we find the exemplary male reader. As Robert’s
character develops from being classified as unproductive and unconventional to being
shown as generative and driven, the course of his reading follows a parallel trajectory.
It becomes clear that it is perhaps more so unacceptable for a professional man to
become engrossed in popular novels as it would be for a woman like Isabel; just as, Flint
argues, “the resolution of [a sensation novel’s] plot invariably supports prevalent social
and moral values and formations” for its female characters, so too does this regulate
Braddon’s male protagonist (The Woman Reader 281). Although Robert may initially
seem different or eccentric because of his novel reading, he ends up fulfilling a very
traditional role as a married man in a heteronormative relationship, ultimately
normalizing such eccentricities. The novel allows Robert to be successful in both
solving the disappearance of his friend and in his professional pursuits, although both
successes come at the cost of rejecting his previous pastime of reading French novels,
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at least on the surface. The books are relegated to the “bachelor,” or single male’s
sphere, aligning the reading habits of the married man with those of his wife, herself
marked as an appropriate companion based on the types of reading she encourages for
Robert. Like Isabel, Robert, too, must give up his pleasure reading in order to move
forward in a socially acceptable way. Rather than dismissing fiction as unimportant or
detrimental, however, Lady Audley’s Secret instead provides a new, up-and-coming
lawyer to take possession of the novels. The texts could be destroyed, discarded, or
decayed from neglect but are found important enough to gift forward, providing access
to the sordid tales for future generations that may act as guidance for navigating the
world.
Although Robert’s reading is itself not interpolated in that the real-world reader
cannot read the fiction that Robert reads over his shoulder, Braddon’s inclusion of a
character who reads along with the illustrations serves a similar purpose. Just as hailing
the reader and interpolating stories helped guide new readers of fiction into “correct”
interpretations of a text as suggested by Stewart, the reading figure of Robert guides the
reader as they navigate their world saturated by print culture. The dual awareness
encouraged by semi-detached reading allows a reader to gain experiential knowledge
from the events unfolding in the narrative, while also remaining aware of their own
physically and socially situated selves. Through Robert’s development, we can see this
method highlighted as a proper way of experiencing a text for all readers. Through this
process, he demonstrates a critical ability that can be copied by the real-world reader of
sensation fiction.
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Lady Audley’s Secret helps broaden the experiences of its readers, on the one
hand subtly challenging current social constraints through the non-traditional character
of Robert, while, on the other hand, subscribing to many of the same arguments related
to reading that were applied to Isabel as a representative woman of the period. Robert
does not escape from the social pressures of his family and of society more generally,
yet he manages to utilize his experience with fiction in a productive manner. Concerns
over mental health and suitability of marriage plague the male reader as they do many
female readers of this period, drawing attention to the ubiquity of concerns over “good”
and “right” reading for all readers in the nineteenth century.
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CONCLUSION

The relationship between reading and its nineteenth-century depictions is complex,
multilayered, often contradictory, and contentious. Social factors such as education,
gender, and class—and their interactions between and among each other—informed the
lived experiences of authors of the past, making their way into literary productions.
This dissertation has been concerned with acknowledging, classifying, and
interrogating the depictions of reading we find in nineteenth-century serial novels. It has
asked many questions related to how reading is expressed in fiction, including what
happens when we acknowledge the reader as male? How does this identity marker
influence a novel’s depiction of education and class as far as the male character’s
reading is concerned? To put it another way, what do we learn if we pay attention to
male readers about the cultural tensions surrounding the enterprise of reading in the
nineteenth century? What can we see reflected on the pages of this fiction?
First, men are not treated much differently in fiction from women in regards to
their reading diet. As shown through close readings of Little Paul Dombey, Arthur
Pendennis, and Oliver Greenfield, balance between reading for education and reading
for pleasure must be obtained and maintained, especially for young men in their
formative years. The “dear reader” trope appears in both Thackeray and Reed
extensively, directly hailing the audience and drawing our attention to our interactions
with the texts we hold. The target audience of The Boy’s Own Paper accounts for this
reasonably with Reed, suggesting that implied audience or who figures as the real-world
reader impacted the appearance of this trope as the century moved forward. The reading
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choices and habits of all three characters serve as positive and negative examples of how
and what to read for the real-world reader. Through Little Paul, we see that the
metaphorical weight of knowledge can be too much to bear for some people. Pen
demonstrates the multitude of meaning that “to read” truly holds, much to Leah Price’s
point. Unread books can be a sign of laziness, disinterest, or of social status. Oliver
offers an image of balanced reading—a boy who reads to study, and studies hard, in
order to succeed at school, but also indulges in occasional pleasure reading so as not to
become overwhelmed like Little Paul.
Sensation, represented by two of Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s texts, seems to offer
flexibility for character development through adult characters’ growth as readers. Isabel
Gilbert acts as representative for the stereotypical female reader shown in much of
nineteenth-century fiction. Her over-attention to and quixotic engagement with texts
distract Isabel from her true social position, which is to first be a good family contributor
as a sister in a household, and then to be a supportive wife for her professional husband.
We leave Isabel disengaged from her books and without a male companion in the end,
making her a warning for other similarly overindulgent readers.
Robert Audley functions as the extended example of an adult male reader who
reads for both education and for pleasure. We follow Robert’s journey as he grows from
a foolish reader of sensational stories that provide him outlets of escape and distract
from his responsibilities, to a respected, trusted member of society whose reading helps
him solve a great mystery. Like Little Paul, Robert encounters a female reader-guide,
although his scenario is a true inversion of the male reader-guide types discussed in
Chapter 2. The romantic plot between Robert and Clara acts as a force strong enough
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for Robert to overcome his previously lackadaisical approach to reading and his work.
Robert demonstrates reading in a semi-detached manner, showing the real-world reader
that a balance of attention to the story and attention to one’s own social situatedness is
necessary in order to establish a healthy relationship with our reading materials.
In terms of the “dear reader” address, neither of Braddon’s texts contain verbal
manifestations of it. While all of the novels examined in this dissertation are discussed
in conjunction with their illustrations, Braddon’s texts utilize these images most heavily
in place of the “dear reader” trope. Sensation’s status as a genre that openly
acknowledged, challenged, and complicated prevailing social ideologies make it an apt
place for this turn. As a genre, sensation assumed its reader’s expectations to be
horrified, captivated, and shown a world different from reality. By including
illustrations that require the real-world reader’s active engagement with the novel,
sensational texts used the visual acuity of the reader to provide unknowing instruction
on how to interact with a variety of texts.
While this study has contributed a new dot on the ever-growing connect-a-dot
scheme of nineteenth-century reading studies, it also points to as many (exciting)
possibilities for future research. I have confined the primary analyses in my study to
literature published in periodicals, and I think the distinction is worth pushing on more.
This was partially due to my fascination with illustrations, which do not seem to have
been as prominent a feature of volume publications. A deeper study into one author, like
Thackeray or Trollope or Dickens, or into the genre of sensation fiction, could reveal
more in the relationship between reading, depictions of reading, illustrations, and the
periodical press.
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One line of inquiry that did not make its way into these pages, but which would
address another gap in scholarship on reading studies in the nineteenth-century, is to
consider characters who do not read—maybe they refuse to read, or maybe they read
non-alphabetic texts. What messages does Pride and Prejudice (an admittedly muchstudied novel) contain about reading when we consider Mr. Collins—the clergyman
who despises novels—alongside characters like Mr. Bennet and Mr. Darcy? How do
the messages within Dickens’s texts surrounding literacy and education change when
we consider characters like Jaggers—a well-educated lawyer adept at reading people—
alongside someone like Joe Gargery, an uneducated blacksmith who likewise reads
people, both in Great Expectations? How does a non-traditional ability to read translate
into character development? There is much room within scholarship on reading in the
Victorian period and the long-nineteenth century for further investigation into male
characters who read, whatever that reading may look like.
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